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A disparity in achievement persists for students in special education compared to students in 
general education for annual growth and meeting mathematics and reading proficiency standards 
as measured by state assessments. Multiple factors that emerged in a review of the literature 
related to student achievement and teacher factors were determined as the focus for this 
dissertation. A needs assessment explored teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive instruction, 
current instructional practices, and teachers’ preparation and professional development specific 
to teaching students with individualized education plans (IEPs). The results of the needs 
assessment indicated teachers possessed a high sense of self-efficacy when providing general 
education instruction but reported a lower sense of self-efficacy when differentiating the general 
education instruction for students with IEPs. Teacher efficacy was found to positively impact 
academic achievement. The literature showed PD as an effective avenue for facilitating changes 
in teachers’ behavior, attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy in professional practice. Bandura’s social 
cognitive theory provided the theoretical framework for the professional development 
implemented in this mixed-methods dissertation study. Analysis of quantitative and qualitative 
measures highlighted an increase in teachers’ sense of self-efficacy for differentiation instruction 
for students with IEPs, a desire for increased collaboration, and the value of teachers sharing 
experiences emerged as pivotal to changes in efficacy. Implications for practice and future 
research are also detailed.  
Keywords: special education, efficacy, achievement, attitudes, and beliefs  










This dissertation is dedicated to my son, Norman Carswell, and my dad, Anthony Davis. 
Thank you for being my inspiration, motivation, and support in life and in pursuit of this doctoral 
degree. You supported me every step of the way. Your love and support mean everything to me, 





First, I must give all honor and glory to God. Through His blessings, all this work was 
possible.  
My doctoral committee, the DREAM TEAM, was the epitome of the expertise, 
encouragement, wisdom, and genuine support in this rigorous doctoral journey. I acknowledge 
the work of Dr. Mary Estes, Dr. Laura Shaw and my exceptional dissertation adviser, Dr. 
Christine Eith. Each of these scholars has supported my work, pushed me toward excellence, and 
understood the Change Agent I wanted to be in the field of education. In alphabetical order, I 
thank the following: 
Dr. Christine Eith stepped into my doctoral journey and changed the trajectory of my 
dissertation experience. Dr. Eith selflessly provided unparalleled support for which I will be 
eternally grateful, helped me find and own my voice to “tell the story” of my research 
authentically. Dr. Eith provided key methodology and social justice expertise, as well as valuable 
feedback.  
Dr. Mary Estes poured into me as I began my career as a special educator and again on 
this journey to my EdD. Dr. Estes’s example as an educator, professor, and mentor shaped me 
into the educator I am today. Further, Dr. Estes provided special education expertise and helped 
me refine my academic writing.  
Dr. Laura Shaw poured into me as a doctoral student and again as a pivotal voice on my 
committee. Dr. Shaw’s expertise in the learning sciences and keen eye for detail helped me 
produce a solid dissertation connected to the literature. Additionally, Dr. Shaw inspired me to 
transform my thinking about career aspirations postgraduation. 
 
vi 
Additionally, I must acknowledge the 2017 Cohort of The Johns Hopkins University 
School of Education Doctor of Education program. The shared laughs, encouragement, and 
connectedness not only served as a vital lifeline but also made the cohort an extended family 
without which this doctoral student journey may not have been possible. To my BlackGirlsDoc 
sisters, Alayna, Crystal, Kenita, Raquel, and Violet, I am both blessed and humbled to stand 




Table of Contents 
Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... ii 
Dedication ...................................................................................................................................... iv 
Acknowledgments........................................................................................................................... v 
List of Tables ............................................................................................................................... xiii 
List of Figures .............................................................................................................................. xiv 
Executive Summary ........................................................................................................................ 1 
An Integrated Theoretical Framework for Exploring the Problem of Practice .............. 1 
Needs Assessment ........................................................................................................... 3 
Designing a Teacher Efficacy Intervention .................................................................... 4 
Data Collection and Analysis.......................................................................................... 6 
Study Findings and Implications .................................................................................... 7 
Chapter 1: Understanding the Problem of Practice ......................................................................... 9 
Problem of Practice ......................................................................................................... 9 
Integrated Framework for Factors Related to the Problem of Practice ........................ 11 
Social cognitive theory. ............................................................................................ 12 
Ecological systems theory......................................................................................... 14 
Applying ecological systems theory to the special education system. ..................... 14 
Chronosystem: Evolution of Special Education ........................................................... 15 
Special education system changes over time. ........................................................... 15 
Historical exclusion and segregation. ....................................................................... 16 
Macrosystem: Individualized Education Programs, State Action, and Assessment ..... 17 
State action plan for special education...................................................................... 19 
Assessment and accountability. ................................................................................ 21 
Exosystem: Teacher Preparation and Professional Development ................................ 22 
 
viii 
Mesosystem: Cultural Capital and Parental Awareness ............................................... 24 
Microsystem: Classroom and Teacher Factors ............................................................. 25 
Attitudes about race, ethnicity, and referrals for special education. ......................... 26 
Teacher attitudes toward inclusion. .......................................................................... 29 
Equipped to Teach ........................................................................................................ 29 
Level of Student Needs ................................................................................................. 30 
Inclusive Instructional Practices ................................................................................... 34 
Evidence-based practices. ......................................................................................... 34 
Co-teaching. .............................................................................................................. 35 
Teacher Efficacy ........................................................................................................... 37 
Summary and Future Exploration ................................................................................. 39 
Chapter 2: Empirical Examination of the Factors and Underlying Causes .................................. 42 
Context of Study ........................................................................................................... 43 
Statement of Purpose .................................................................................................... 45 
Research Design............................................................................................................ 46 
Research Questions ....................................................................................................... 47 
Methods......................................................................................................................... 47 
Participants. ............................................................................................................... 47 
Measures and instrumentation. ................................................................................. 48 
Procedure ...................................................................................................................... 51 
Data Collection ............................................................................................................. 53 
Data Analysis ................................................................................................................ 53 
Findings......................................................................................................................... 54 
Findings for Research Question 1. ............................................................................ 54 
Findings for Research Question 2. ............................................................................ 56 
 
ix 
Findings for Research Question 3. ............................................................................ 58 
Follow-up questionnaire. .......................................................................................... 59 
Findings for Research Question 4. ............................................................................ 61 
Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 64 
Discussion ..................................................................................................................... 65 
Chapter 3: Calling All Change Agents an Intervention Toward Teacher Change ....................... 67 
Theoretical Framework ................................................................................................. 68 
Synthesis of the Literature ............................................................................................ 69 
Principles of Effective Professional Development ....................................................... 71 
Professional Development and Efficacy for Differentiating Instruction ...................... 75 
Teacher Change and Models of Professional Development ......................................... 78 
Investigating multiple models. .................................................................................. 78 
Selected model for intervention. ............................................................................... 82 
Resources for intervention. ....................................................................................... 82 
Summary of Literature .................................................................................................. 84 
Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 86 
Chapter 4: Intervention Procedure and Program Evaluation Methodology.................................. 89 
Research in the Corona Virus Disease-2019 Pandemic ................................................ 90 
Research Design............................................................................................................ 93 
Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality ...................................................................... 95 
Logic Model .................................................................................................................. 96 
Process Evaluation ........................................................................................................ 98 
Fidelity of Implementation ........................................................................................... 99 
Outcome Evaluation.................................................................................................... 100 
Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 101 
 
x 
Method ........................................................................................................................ 102 
Participant recruitment. ........................................................................................... 102 
Description of participants. ..................................................................................... 104 
Measures or instrumentation. .................................................................................. 105 
Procedure .................................................................................................................... 109 
Intervention ................................................................................................................. 110 
Professional development session plans. ................................................................ 111 
Data Collection ........................................................................................................... 112 
Pre-intervention questionnaire. ............................................................................... 113 
Pre/Post-TSES survey. ............................................................................................ 113 
Professional development reflections. .................................................................... 113 
Interviews. ............................................................................................................... 113 
Researcher field notes. ............................................................................................ 113 
TSES Behavior Scale. ............................................................................................. 114 
Fall check-ins. ......................................................................................................... 114 
Rapid response surveys. .......................................................................................... 114 
Fall meetings. .......................................................................................................... 115 
Data Analysis .............................................................................................................. 115 
Coding and themes. ................................................................................................. 116 
Teacher sense of self-efficacy survey statistical analysis. ...................................... 117 
Trustworthiness ........................................................................................................... 117 
Summary ..................................................................................................................... 118 
Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion ........................................................................................... 119 
Teaching in a Pandemic: Agents of Change in Unprecedented Times ....................... 119 
Change Agent Professional Development Intervention Implementation ................... 120 
 
xi 
Session 0: The Introduction. ................................................................................... 121 
Session 1: Differentiation and introduction to case study students. ....................... 123 
Session 2: Foundational elements of differentiation. .............................................. 125 
Session 3: Differentiating instruction by student readiness. ................................... 128 
Session 4: Differentiating instruction by student interest. ...................................... 131 
Session 5: Differentiating instruction by student learning profile. ......................... 134 
Session 6: Mindset and environment for differentiation......................................... 137 
Fall Follow-Up for Change Agents............................................................................. 141 
Email check-ins. ...................................................................................................... 141 
Change agent Zoom check-ins. ............................................................................... 141 
Findings....................................................................................................................... 143 
Research Question 1 fidelity of implementation. ................................................... 143 
Research Question 2 participant responsiveness. ................................................... 144 
Research Question 3 professional development design. ......................................... 146 
Research Question 4 use of differentiation strategies. ............................................ 150 
Research Question 5 teacher efficacy. .................................................................... 151 
Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 155 
Discussion ................................................................................................................... 157 
Limitations .................................................................................................................. 158 
Implications for Practice ............................................................................................. 159 
Time. ....................................................................................................................... 159 
Regular opportunities for professional development. ............................................. 160 
Resources. ............................................................................................................... 161 
Implications for Future Research ................................................................................ 162 
Reflections of Researcher During Corona Virus Disease-2019 ................................. 162 
 
xii 
References ................................................................................................................................... 165 
Appendix A: Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs Instrument ............................................................. 183 
Appendix B: Teacher Efficacy Instrument ................................................................................. 184 
Appendix C: Open-Ended Questionnaire ................................................................................... 186 
Appendix D: Variables ............................................................................................................... 188 
Appendix E: Self-Efficacy Responses ........................................................................................ 189 
Appendix F: Field Notes ............................................................................................................. 191 
Appendix G: Learning Forward Standards ................................................................................. 192 
Appendix H: Theory of Treatment ............................................................................................. 193 
Appendix I: Logic Model............................................................................................................ 194 
Appendix J: Permission Letters .................................................................................................. 196 
Appendix K: Matrix .................................................................................................................... 197 
Appendix L: Pre-Intervention Demographic Questionnaire ....................................................... 198 
Appendix M: Sample PD Reflection and QR Access Codes ...................................................... 202 
Appendix N: Interview Protocol ................................................................................................. 205 
Appendix O: PD Session Plans ................................................................................................... 206 
Appendix P: Data Accounting Log ............................................................................................. 213 
Appendix Q: Codebook .............................................................................................................. 214 
Appendix R: Connections ........................................................................................................... 215 
Appendix S: Pre-Post Efficacy Agent ......................................................................................... 216 





List of Tables 
Table 1. Co-Teaching Models....................................................................................................... 36 
Table 2. Total Campus Staff Count .............................................................................................. 48 
Table 3. Observation Protocol ...................................................................................................... 51 
Table 4. Participant Demographics Frequency ............................................................................. 55 
Table 5. Teacher Certification ...................................................................................................... 55 
Table 6. Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs ......................................................................................... 57 
Table 7. Bandura’s Sources of Efficacy as Applied to Teachers .................................................. 69 
Table 9. Components of Effective Professional Development ..................................................... 72 
Table 10. Professional Development Intervention Timeline ...................................................... 111 
Table 11. Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 120 
Table 12. Wishful Thinking Evidence of Learning Activity Responses .................................... 140 
Table C1. Questionnaire ............................................................................................................. 186 
Table D1. Variables .................................................................................................................... 188 
Table E1. Teacher Self-Efficacy Responses ............................................................................... 189 
Table F1. Observation Field Notes ............................................................................................. 191 
Table G1. Learning Forward Standards ...................................................................................... 192 
Table K1. Process and Outcome Evaluation Data Collection Matrix ........................................ 197 







List of Figures 
Figure 1. Bandura’s model of triadic reciprocal determinism. ..................................................... 13 
Figure 2. Ecological systems theory model of achievement gap between special education  
and general education students. ..................................................................................... 14 
Figure 3. Conceptual framework. ................................................................................................. 40 
Figure 4. Guskey (2002) model of teacher change. ...................................................................... 78 
Figure 5. Logic model summary. .................................................................................................. 98 
Figure 6. Intervention conceptual framework. ............................................................................ 105 
Figure 7. Strategies for case study student artifact. .................................................................... 130 
Figure 8. Screenshot of What’s on Your Plate (change agent response). ................................... 136 
Figure H1. Theory of treatment. ................................................................................................. 193 
Figure S1. Pre-post efficacy Agent 001. ..................................................................................... 216 
Figure S2. Pre-post efficacy Agent 002. ..................................................................................... 216 
Figure S3. Pre-post efficacy Agent 003. ..................................................................................... 217 






In the current period of high-stakes assessment and accountability, a disparity in 
mathematics and reading achievement persists between students in special education and general 
education (Eckes & Swando, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2020). 
When examining progress at the local, state, and national levels, a pattern of low performance is 
evident for students in special education (NCES, 2020). The assessment scores and annual gains 
for students in the special education subgroup in mathematics and reading continue to lag the 
scores of their peers in the general education population.  
Overall, district-level results for the state1 assessment data show that within the group of 
students meeting proficiency levels, students with special needs fall behind the non-special 
education population (Data Interaction for State Student Assessments, 2018). National Report 
Card data show that only a small percentage of students in the special education subgroup 
achieved mathematics and reading proficiency levels in 2017 (NCES, 2020). These data were 
mirrored in the context central to this study, where annual yearly progress targets had not been 
met within this student population.  
An Integrated Theoretical Framework for Exploring the Problem of Practice 
The special education system is one of complex and intertwined interactions between the 
legal mandates, local education agencies, teachers, parents, and students identified as having 
disabilities. The theoretical frameworks for organizing the factors in this study included 
Bandura’s (1977, 1986) social cognitive theory and Bronfenbrenner's (1994) ecological systems 
theory (EST). Teacher factors related to agency and efficacy are situated in Bandura's (1977, 
 
 
1The state has been anonymized throughout this dissertation. 
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1986) theory. The factors existing within the broad special education system are organized using 
Bronfenbrenner (1994), including teacher factors within EST's microsystem level. Although the 
social cognitive theory shows the dynamic interaction between an individual's beliefs, behaviors, 
and environmental factors, EST is needed to understand how these factors for the individual 
manifest and are influenced by the systems in which the individual interacts. 
 Bandura's (1977, 1986) social cognitive theory was used to examine teacher factors that 
most influence academic achievement, including agency and efficacy. The social cognitive 
theory conceptualizes the interrelationship between three factors. Bandura (1977, 1986) defined 
the interaction and influence between personal factors, behavioral factors, and environmental 
factors as triadic reciprocal determinism. Emotional effects, cognitive thought, and physical 
responses are situated within the person. Behavior includes actions and decisions. Physical 
surroundings and social influences are components of the environment. The three factors interact 
bidirectionally, and the concepts of agency and self-efficacy are situated within personal factors. 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological systems theory shows how factors in each level 
trickle down through each system and converge in the microsystem where the student is directly 
impacted. Interactions between education decision-makers, changes in the educational practices, 
mandates for special education, and the experience of students in special education over time 
comprise the chronosystem. These changes include the evolution of special education practices 
from institutionalized placement to today's more inclusive classrooms. The macrosystem 
interactions are based on sets of overarching policies, social views, values, and cultural beliefs 
that do not directly interact with the student but affect the student. For example, the 
organizational policies that drive more inclusion in the general education classroom and the 
adoption of practices, such as co-teaching to meet student needs.  
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Interactions within the exosystem do not directly include the student, but rather the 
interactions between the people, laws, and policies that directly or indirectly affect the student 
and include teacher preparation and professional development (PD). The mesosystem is where 
third-party involvement provides for interactions between people from different settings and 
directly includes the student. This level most explicitly describes the multidisciplinary team that 
includes parents, as well as teachers, which develops the individualized education programs 
(IEPs).  
Lastly, the microsystem includes interactions between people and includes the student. 
This level includes the classroom and teacher beliefs. EST organizes the underlying factors as 
situated within various systems of the overall special education system. For this study, factors 
within the macrosystem were explored.  
Needs Assessment 
 The purpose of the needs assessment was to identify and confirm salient factors 
contributing to the problem of practice in the context central to this research. The needs 
assessment study further showed salient factors for possible intervention and explored teacher 
factors, including (a) efficacy, (b) attitudes and beliefs, and (c) instructional practices that 
influenced student achievement at the microsystem level. Teacher attitudes and beliefs, teacher 
efficacy, and instructional practices in the classroom influence the academic outcomes of 
students with special needs (Cook, Cameron, & Tankersley, 2007; DeSimone, Maldonado, & 
Rodriguez, 2013; Dev & Haynes, 2015; LeDoux, Graves, & Burt, 2012; Ready & Wright, 2011; 
Stronge, Ward, Tucker, & Hindman, 2007). Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy, and Hoy (1998) 
defined teacher efficacy as a "teacher's judgment of his or her capabilities to bring about desired 
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outcomes of student engagement and learning, even among those students who may be difficult 
or unmotivated” (p. 202).  
The needs assessment consisted of a survey, review of existing data, and qualitative 
observations. The sample for data collection at the suburban elementary school included 16 
teachers and two administrators from among the 30 teachers and three administrators serving 
Luke Elementary (pseudonym). The needs assessment results indicated teachers possessed a high 
sense of self-efficacy when providing general education instruction but reported a lower sense of 
self-efficacy when differentiating the general education instruction for students with IEPs. The 
survey responses indicated 75% of the sample wanted mentoring by a teacher who models 
effective differentiated instruction. Additionally, 93% of respondents wanted to emulate teachers 
who know how to design appropriate academic interventions.  
Designing a Teacher Efficacy Intervention 
A PD intervention was developed to target teacher efficacy for differentiating instruction 
for students with IEPs based on the needs assessment and intervention literature. Teacher 
efficacy and differentiating instruction is found to positively impact academic achievement for 
students, including those with learning differences (Bruce, Esmonde, Ross, Dookie, & Beatty, 
2010; Dixon, Yssel, McConnell, & Hardin, 2014; Dubé, Bessette, & Dorval, 2011; Kosko & 
Wilkins, 2009; Nazzal, 2011; Valiandes & Neophytou, 2018). Professional learning facilitates 
changes in teachers’ behavior, attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy in professional practice (Guskey, 
2002; Learning Forward, 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014). As a result, the implemented 
intervention was modeled after Treatment 4 (Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009) and 
included four elements: information, modeling, teacher practice, and follow-up coaching.  
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This study and all the PD intervention components took place within the context of the 
global Corona Virus Disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. In March of 2020, the virus outbreak 
was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization (2020) when confirmed positive 
COVID-19 cases surpassed 100,000 globally. Government and public health officials across the 
globe began ordering cautions to reduce infection and transmission of the virus, such as social 
distancing. Individuals should remain at least six feet apart from one another, limited to no group 
gatherings, and the use of face masks (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2020). 
In the county where this research study took place, local officials ordered schools and non-
essential businesses to close, and many individuals shifted to working from home. The original 
time frame for school closure was set to expire on March 29, 2020, but the closure was extended 
to May 29, 2020, with all schools remaining closed. Students and teachers finished the 2019 to 
2020 school year online instead of in-person. 
Due to the emergency shift to online instruction and safety measures put into place per 
Johns Hopkins University, public health officials, the state governor, and state education agency, 
an amendment to shift the PD intervention online was filed. The study was conducted with 
fidelity within the online framework. Four teachers participated in targeted PD for differentiating 
instruction for students with IEPs over consecutive three weeks in the summer and follow-up 
activities during the first two months of the new school year. The PD included an introductory 
session, six-targeted PD sessions, two PD reflections, and fall follow-up activities, which 
included two check-in meetings via Zoom and two email check-ins. The intervention answered 
the following research questions: 
RQ1: To what extent was the intervention implemented with fidelity? 
RQ2: How did teachers experience differentiating instruction for students with IEPs? 
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a. How did teachers describe the PD experience on differentiating mathematics 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
b. How did teachers describe the PD experience on differentiating reading 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
RQ3: Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for supporting 
their use of strategies for differentiating instruction?  
a. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for 
supporting their use of strategies for differentiating mathematics instruction?  
b. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for 
supporting their use of strategies for differentiating reading instruction?  
RQ4: To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs learned in the PD intervention? 
a. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating mathematics 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
b. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating reading 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
c. How did the implementation of strategies in mathematics and reading compare?  
RQ5: To what extent did teachers' efficacy for providing differentiated instruction change 
post-intervention? 
Data Collection and Analysis 
The intervention relied on multiple methods for qualitative and quantitative data 
collection. Change agents completed a pre-intervention questionnaire and efficacy survey, PD 
session reflections, post-intervention efficacy survey, interview, Teacher’s Sense of Self-
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Efficacy Scale (TSES) Behavior Scale survey, and rapid response surveys. Additionally, data 
were collected via the researcher’s field notes. All survey and reflection data were collected 
online, and a speech-to-text app was used to transcribe data from the Zoom interviews. 
Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics due to the small sample size. 
Qualitative data were analyzed through in vivo coding, a priori coding, and emergent coding. 
Trustworthiness was established through triangulation of data and member checking. 
Study Findings and Implications 
The findings of this study showed the complexity of the teacher experience in today's 
classrooms, as well as the intersection between self-efficacy, environmental factors, and students' 
needs. Although data indicated an increase in change agents’ perceived efficacy for 
differentiating instruction for students with IEPs, finding a strong desire for collaboration and 
connectedness overshadowed efficacy as the central factor emerging from the needs assessment. 
The PD sessions were presented with the planned content and time per session. The researcher 
had to adapt the session activities initially planned to be hands-on when COVID-19 restrictions 
required the transition from a face-to-face intervention to an online format. Change agents found 
the opportunities to practice selecting differentiation strategies they would use with the case 
study students to be helpful; they would have liked to practice strategies with their actual 
students. Change agents found the community of learning to be the most beneficial and found the 
Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) model for modifying classroom elements: content, process, and 
product helpful. Differentiating instruction by student interest resonated the most for the change 
agents. Due to COVID-19, data collection was not possible, and the application of strategies to 
the case study students was insufficient to answer RQ4. 
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Though limited by a small sample size, halted recruitment, and in-person limitations due 
to COVID-19, in addition to competing demands for change agents’ time, the study contributes 
to the body of literature regarding PD, teacher efficacy, and differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs. The study provides several implications for practice, including training for 
general education teachers in specially designed instruction, increasing collaboration between 
general education and special education teachers, providing time for collaboration, and having 
regular opportunities for PD and ongoing support. The study provides implications for future 
research, including securing a larger sample size, the engagement of multiple campuses, and 
exploring vertical alignment within the curriculum. Finally, given the impact of COVID-19 on 
research, examining the new practices, policies, and protocols for conducting research in a 




Chapter 1: Understanding the Problem of Practice 
In the current period of high-stakes assessment and accountability, a disparity in 
mathematics and reading achievement persists between students in special education and those in 
general education (Eckes & Swando, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 
2020). Overall, district-level results for the state2 assessment show that within the group of 
students meeting proficiency levels, the students with special needs fall behind the non-special 
education population (Data Interaction for State Student Assessments, 2018). Proficiency is the 
term the state uses to describe academic achievement for students who are meeting grade-level 
skills in assessed academic content areas including mathematics, reading, and writing at the 
elementary school level (State Education Agency, 2017). The state assessment categorizes 
student proficiency into four categories: did not meet grade level expectations with scaled scores 
falling below 1360, approaches grade level expectations with a scaled score of 1360–1485, meets 
grade level expectations with a scaled score of 1486–1595, and masters grade level expectations 
starting with a scaled score of 1596 (State Education Agency, 2017). Only the latter two 
categories demonstrate meeting proficiency.  
Problem of Practice 
My role as a special educator is to provide support and instruction to meet the unique 
academic and functional needs of students toward this goal. The challenges students face when 
trying to meet grade-level academic expectations are seen while working to address identified 
areas of need which are often below grade-level. In my professional context, each school year 
begins with a staff-wide data dive into the most recent state assessment scores. The assessment 
 
 
2 The state has been anonymized throughout this dissertation. 
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data were disaggregated by student subgroups, and year-after-year, the rate of meeting minimal 
proficiency standards remains dismal with minimal or no growth for students in the special 
education subgroup, while students without disabilities demonstrate more success. The 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) and the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA, 2015) outline legal mandates for local education agencies regarding students receiving 
special education services, including student assessment requirements and strategies to close 
their achievement gaps. Teachers face growing pressure to close the achievement gap for 
students in the special education subgroup. The same question is asked each year: What are you 
going to do to improve student achievement outcomes? However, before teachers can begin to 
improve, leaders and researchers must first understand the problem.  
This problem of practice (PoP) focused on students in special education with identified 
mild to moderate learning disabilities, other health impairments (e.g., Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder), speech impairments, emotional disorders, and autism. When examining 
progress at the local, state, and national level, a pattern of low performance was evident for 
students in special education (NCES, 2013). The assessment scores and annual gains for students 
in the special education subgroup in the subject areas of mathematics and reading continue to lag 
scores of their peers in the general education population. One should gain a more in-depth 
understanding of why this pattern continued and which literature-supported factors were 
actionable for future intervention.  
National Report Card data showed that only a small percentage of students in the special 
education subgroup achieved mathematics and reading proficiency levels in 2017 (NCES, 2020). 
The National Assessment of Educational Progress is a large scale assessment measuring student 
achievement across the nation, and results are reported at the national and state levels. The 
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assessments take place every two years and include students identified with disabilities. The data 
released for reading, mathematics, and writing are used to assess student progress and influence 
policy and education practice (NCES, 2020). For the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress scaled scores, the scale ranges from 0 to 500 (NCES, 2020). There is a 40-point 
difference in reading scores between students with disabilities and students without. Similarly, 
the eighth-grade scores indicate a 39-point difference. Mathematics scores show similar gaps in 
achievement (NCES, 2020). The fourth-grade scores reveal a 29-point difference. At the eighth-
grade level, a 41-point difference exists. Similarly, an analysis focused on large states including 
California, Florida, and Texas, shows that students in special education continue to have the 
“lowest proficiency level of all subgroups” (Eckes & Swando, 2009, p. 2483). Lower test scores 
for students with disabilities and difficulty reaching grade-level standards are common across 
national datasets (Schulte & Stevens, 2015). The authors suggested this difference was likely due 
to cognitive limitations “that make it difficult for some students in this subgroup to reach grade-
level proficiency” (Schulte & Stevens, 2015, p. 371). 
Integrated Framework for Factors Related to the Problem of Practice 
The special education system is one of complex and intertwined interactions between the 
legal mandates, local education agencies, teachers, parents, and students identified as having 
disabilities. A select few theories stand out in the literature when discussing the achievement of 
students in special education, some of which relate to how students are perceived. Shifrer (2013) 
used the labeling theory (Goffman, as cited in Shifrer, 2013) to investigate how labels produced 
and perpetuated stigma, contributing to lower expectations for students identified with learning 
disabilities. Instructional tolerance theory also emerged in a study related to teacher attitudes and 
beliefs toward students with disabilities (Cook et al., 2007).  
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Instructional tolerance theorists suggest teachers cannot give all students optimal 
instruction at the same time, given a fixed amount of resources, time, and varied student needs. 
Therefore, some students are outside of a teacher’s instructional range and in inclusive 
classrooms; these are often students with disabilities. Some researchers stated, “Many students 
with disabilities do not provide the teacher with sufficient recompense (in the form of student 
achievement) for the instructional effort invested” (Cook et al., 2007, p. 231). Students learning 
on the periphery may have inequitable opportunities for achievement. These studies focus on 
student-level factors. Student level-factors serve as drivers for decisions and behaviors 
throughout multiple levels within a larger, more complex education system. Therefore, a more 
robust theoretical framework is needed to understand the interactions between factors across the 
system. The theories selected for this study are discussed next. 
The theoretical frameworks for organizing the factors in this study are Bandura’s (1977, 
1986) social cognitive theory and Bronfenbrenner's (1994) ecological systems theory (EST). 
Teacher factors related to agency and efficacy are situated in Bandura’s (1977, 1986) theory. The 
factors existing within the broad special education system are organized using Bronfenbrenner 
(1994), including teacher factors within the microsystem level of EST. Although the social 
cognitive theory shows the dynamic interaction between an individual’s beliefs, behaviors, and 
environmental factors, EST is needed to understand how these factors for the individual manifest 
and are influenced by the systems in which the individual interacts. Both frameworks are 
discussed next. 
Social cognitive theory. Bandura’s (1977, 1986) social cognitive theory was used to 
examine teacher factors that most influenced academic achievement, including agency and 
efficacy. The social cognitive theory shows the interrelationship between three factors. Bandura 
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(1977, 1986) defined the interaction and influence between personal factors, behavioral factors, 
and environmental factors as triadic reciprocal determinism. Emotional effects, cognitive 
thought, and physical responses are situated within the person. Behavior includes actions and 
decisions. Physical surroundings and social influences are components of the environment. The 
three factors interact bidirectionally, and the concepts of agency and self-efficacy are situated 
within personal factors.  
 
Figure 1. Bandura’s model of triadic reciprocal determinism. 
The exercise of agency in one’s teaching practice is related to beliefs and sense of 
efficacy. Individual agency is a person's influence in achieving desired outcomes. According to 
Bandura (1977), four sources from which individuals gain a sense of efficacy include (a) 
emotional arousal through biofeedback, (b) vicarious experiences achieved through modeling, (c) 
verbal persuasion achieved through feedback and self-instruction, and (d) performance 
accomplishments achieved through participant modeling and self-instruction. The theory grounds 
teachers’ personal agency and efficacy.  
Confidence in a teacher’s ability to provide instruction for students with individualized 
education programs (IEPs) is necessary to meet the diverse learning needs of each child. 
(Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014). Three main factors that dominated the literature include (a) 
teacher attitudes and beliefs, (b) teacher efficacy, and (c) instructional practices. These factors 
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converge in the microsystem and are situated within Bandura’s (1977, 1986) social cognitive 
theory. Factors related to the PoP are discussed by system in the following subsections.  
Ecological systems theory. The complex structure of interactions within the school 
system, including how special education is situated within said system, can be understood 
through the lens of the ecological systems theory (EST; Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Although the 
organization of factors can be described as overlapping systems in a networked model as 
described by Neal and Neal (2013), utilizing Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) nested model presented as 
a funnel, illustrated in Figure 1, demonstrates how factors in each level trickle down through 
each system. These factors converge in the microsystem where the student is directly impacted.  
 
Figure 2. Ecological systems theory model of achievement gap between special education and 
general education students. 
Applying ecological systems theory to the special education system. The interactions 
among education decision makers, changes in the educational practices, mandates for special 
education, and the experience of students in special education over time comprise the 
chronosystem. These changes include the evolution of special education practices from 
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institutionalized placement to today’s more inclusive classrooms. The macrosystem interactions 
are based on sets of overarching policies, social views, values, and cultural beliefs that do not 
directly interact with the student but affect the student. For example, the organizational policies 
that drive more inclusion in the general education classroom and the adoption of practices, such 
as co-teaching to meet student needs. Interactions within the exosystem do not directly include 
the student, but rather the interactions between the people, laws, and policies that directly, or 
indirectly, affect the student and include teacher preparation and professional development (PD). 
The mesosystem is where third-party involvement provides for interactions between people from 
different settings and directly includes the student. This level most explicitly describes the 
multidisciplinary team, including parents and teachers, which develops the IEP. Lastly, the 
microsystem includes interactions between people and includes the student. This level includes 
the classroom and teacher beliefs. EST organizes the underlying factors as situated within 
various systems of the overall special education system. Each system is described next.  
Chronosystem: Evolution of Special Education  
Special education system changes over time. The chronosystem within the EST 
framework encompasses the changes in educating students identified as having disabilities and 
special education in the education system over time. IDEA (2004) is “a law that makes available 
a free appropriate public education to eligible children with disabilities throughout the nation and 
ensures special education and related services to those children” (para. 2). This part of the 
national educational policies and regulations in the macrosystem leads to interactions in the 
mesosystem, such as the school level multidisciplinary planning meetings for determining 
student services, goals, and accommodations. Accommodations are supports provided to help 
students access the curriculum without changing the curriculum.  
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The decisions made by the local multidisciplinary committee at the mesosystem level are 
for application in the microsystem, where teachers implement IEPs in the classroom. Special 
education law developed at the macrosystem level protects students and entitles them to receive 
needed services. The law dictates what services are in place until the student no longer meets 
eligibility requirements, as evidenced by updated evaluations, and when the multidisciplinary 
committee dismisses a student from special education (Education Code §89.1050). Currently, 
special education exists as a continuum of services that range from placement within the general 
education classroom for the majority of instruction to placement in self-contained specialized 
programs outside of the general education setting (IDEA, 2004, § 300.115; State Administrative 
Code § 89.63). However, this inclusive placement continuum was not always the case. 
Historical exclusion and segregation. The chronosystem captures the changes in special 
education over time and intersects with the exosystem policy decisions. The exclusion and 
mistreatment of this vulnerable population has historical roots in eugenics, isolation, segregation, 
and even execution (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Galton's (as cited in Spaulding & Pratt, 2015) 
theory of eugenics negatively affected people’s perceptions of individuals with exceptionalities. 
Portraying them as "feeble-minded" or "unfit" provided justification for subjugation and 
discriminatory actions against them (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015, p. 97).  
Students with exceptionalities have historically been denied education, removed from the 
general education classrooms, or educated in separate schools altogether. The epic court case, 
Board of Education vs. Rowley in 1982, demonstrated dedicated advocacy efforts paving the way 
for students with exceptionality in the education system. Rowley challenged what constitutes a 
free and appropriate public education (FAPE). Efforts, such as those listed in Table 1, highlight 
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the evolution of special education, led to more educational opportunities, and paved the way for 
laws, such as IDEA (2004).  
IDEA (2004) Part B, Section 300.39 defines the legal definitions for these services. 
Specially designed instruction (SDI) is an essential component of providing students with access 
to the general curriculum. The implementation of IDEA within local education agencies is shared 
next. Under this law, SDI is defined as the following:  
Adapting, as appropriate to the needs of an eligible child under this part, the content, 
methodology, or delivery of instruction; (i) To address the unique needs of the child that 
result from the child’s disability; and (ii) To ensure access of the child to the general 
curriculum, so that the child can meet the educational standards within the jurisdiction of 
the public agency that apply to all children. (IDEA, 2004, Part B, Section 300.39) 
Macrosystem: Individualized Education Programs, State Action, and Assessment  
In practice, inclusive education for students in special education means that some or all 
academic instruction takes place in the general education classroom (IDEA, 2004; District 
website, 2018). Although IDEA (2004) does not specifically use the word inclusion, the mandate 
for instruction in the least restrictive environment means educating students in the general 
education classroom to the appropriate extent. The domain of special education is SDI to provide 
supports and services to students, ages three to twenty-one (IDEA, 2004, State Education Code 
§89.1035), through an IEP. Individual evaluation determines eligibility for services, and students 
must meet requirements in one or more of 13 identified disability areas (IDEA, 2004; State 
Education Code §89.1011, §89.1035). Special education services are provided through an IEP. 
IEPs are discussed next. 
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An IEP is a formal and legally binding plan developed by the local multidisciplinary 
committee outlining a student’s area of eligibility for special education services, schedule of 
services, specific accommodations or modifications, and annual academic, behavioral, or 
functional goals for which progress will be monitored. A considerable amount of research exists 
examining the achievement of students in special education. Fuchs, Fuchs, and Deno (1985) and 
La Salle, Roach, and McGrath (2013) investigated individualized education plans with a focus 
on IEP quality, which is the percentage and quality of standards-based goals in conjunction with 
access to the curriculum. The research team found that IEP quality was not a predictor of test 
performance. However, the findings indicated that monitoring for the implementation of goals 
and services with fidelity is necessary to improve students’ academic outcomes. Similarly, the 
ambition of student IEP goals, or the difficulty or ease with which students can achieve mastery, 
was investigated by Fuchs et al. (1985). The results of that study indicated that students with 
highly or moderately ambitious goals achieved better academic outcomes than students with 
unambitious goals.  
These studies showed the importance of implementing IEPs with fidelity and setting high 
goals for students. Implementation of students’ IEPs were connected to instructional practices in 
the classroom and were influenced by teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about inclusive instruction 
and efficacy. These factors directly influenced the academic outcomes of students with special 
needs (Cook et al., 2007; DeSimone et al., 2013; Dev & Haynes, 2015; Fish, 2017; LeDoux et 
al., 2012; Ready & Wright, 2011; Ross-Hill, 2009; Shotel, Iano, & McGettigan, 1972; Stronge et 
al., 2007).  
Additionally, the opportunity to learn is a central construct in education research over the 
last several decades. Elliott and Bartlett (2016) defined the opportunity to learn as the 
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instructional time, exposure to content, and instructional quality students receive. Instructional 
time, exposure and content coverage is outlined in students’ IEPs. Kurz et al. (2014) found that 
students with exceptionality experienced less content coverage and less time spent on standards. 
Compared to the rest of the class, students with exceptionality were found to have less 
opportunity to learn the intended curriculum. The intended curriculum is focused on grade-level 
content standards. Instruction provided by teachers makes up the enacted curriculum. Content 
that is tested makes up the assessed curriculum (Kurz et al., 2014, p. 132).  
The evidence across the literature showed that curriculum alignment with assessment 
influenced student outcomes. Kurz et al. (2014) found a significant relationship between 
alignment and achievement on the assessed curriculum, showing that when student outcomes 
were better, learning aligned with that upon which they were assessed. Blank and Smithson 
(2014) also found that curriculum alignment and opportunity to learn were indicators of better 
academic performance for all students. The alignment of the intended, enacted, and assessed 
curriculum supports positive student achievement outcomes (Blank & Smithson, 2014; Kurz et 
al., 2014).  
State action plan for special education. The Office of Special Education Programs 
(OSEP, 2018) conducted a monitoring visit to the state education agency and 12 independent 
school districts in 2017. The visit leader considered the Performance-Based Monitoring and 
Analysis System—the data system that provides annual reports on the performance of special 
education, bilingual, and vocational programs within the state’s school districts. Historically, the 
state set a standard of 8.5% as the maximum percentage of students within a district who should 
be served through special education. With the 8.5% or below as the expectation for the highest 
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percentage of students enrolled in special education, enrollment in special education decreased 
considerably over the years, presumably to meet this standard (OSEP, 2018).  
Because of the OSEP (2018) visit and analysis of factors for the decrease in identification 
of students with disabilities, the state was found to be out of compliance with some requirements 
of IDEA (2004). A special education strategic plan for corrective action was developed by the 
state education agency to address OSEP (2018) findings (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002). The 
state failed to identify, locate, and evaluate students with exceptionalities, as outlined in IDEA 
(2004) section 612(a)(3) and 34 CFR §300.111. FAPE was not provided as per IDEA section 
612(a)(1) and 34 CFR §300.101. Additionally, the state did not meet requirements of IDEA 
sections 612(a) (11) and 616(a)(1)(C), 34 CFR 300.149, CFR 300.600, and 20 U.S.C. 
1232d(b)(3)(A) regarding supervision and monitoring for the child find process of identifying 
students with exceptionalities. The special education strategic plan showed that of all the 
students in the state receiving special education services, only 41% approached grade level 
mathematics and reading skills compared to 75% of their peers not served through special 
education. These statewide achievement rates showed further evidence of the persistent 
achievement disparity. 
The OSEP (2018) findings were important to note as students with disabilities were under 
identified; thus, they were denied access to special education services because of state efforts to 
maintain the 8.5% enrollment standard. By capping the enrollment number of students in special 
education, some students may not have received the support needed to experience academic 
achievement. If students are then identified later to receive special education services, the gap in 
support may have tangible consequences evident through state assessment measures.  
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Assessment and accountability. Existing assessment data reviewed for the context 
central to this dissertation included public data from state assessment results for students in third 
and fourth grade at the campus level. As introduced earlier, state assessment results are broken 
down into four categories: did not meet grade-level expectations, approaches grade-level 
expectations, met grade-level expectations, and master’s grade-level expectations. Under 
master’s grade level proficiency, success in the next grade is expected and academic intervention 
will be minimal or not needed. Under the meets grade level proficiency, success in the next grade 
level is expected with short-term academic intervention. For students performing at the 
approaches grade-level proficiency level, it is expected that targeted academic intervention is 
needed for success in the next grade level. For the last category, did not meet grade level 
proficiency, success in the next grade is considered unlikely without substantial academic 
intervention (State Education Agency, 2017).  
Data from the State Education Agency (2017) showed the number of students in special 
education meeting grade-level proficiency standards statewide is 20% for third-grade reading 
compared to 82% of students not in special education. In fourth-grade, 17% of students in special 
education met grade-level reading proficiency compared to 74% of students not in special 
education. The state assessment also measures the number of students approaching grade-level 
standards. This level means students met the minimum score required to pass the state 
assessment. In third grade, the percentage of students in special education identified as 
approaching grade-level expectations for reading standards is 60% compared to 93% of students 
not in special education. Similarly, in fourth grade, 17% of students in special education scored 




Exosystem: Teacher Preparation and Professional Development 
Teacher preparation and PD play pivotal roles in teacher efficacy and instructional 
practices for students. The research illuminates the presence of classroom factors that inhibit or 
promote the success of students with IEPs within the general education classroom. The following 
studies are examples that support a relationship between PD, teacher efficacy, instructional 
practices, attitudes, and beliefs (Guskey, 2002). Baker and Zigmond (1990) argued that in-
service opportunities to support effective inclusive instruction were needed as ongoing 
professional learning for practicing teachers. PD is connected to teacher efficacy and 
opportunities for teachers to access sources of efficacy (Bandura, 1977), as previously mentioned 
when connecting EST to the social cognitive theory. Looking at meeting the needs of students 
with exceptionality in the inclusive classroom, LeDoux et al. (2012) found focus group 
participants consisting of 70 teachers in Texas identified PD, communication, and planning time 
as high leverage support systems for successful inclusive classroom models.  
According to a 2009 status report on teacher development, Darling-Hammond, Wei, 
Andree, Richardson, and Orphans (2009) shared, “Sustained and intensive professional learning 
for teachers is related to student-achievement gains” (p. 9). This connection is critical when 
considering interactions between microsystem constructs, such as attitudes, beliefs, teacher 
efficacy, and PD within the exosystem. Teacher preparation and PD influence microsystem 
interactions, such as instructional practices. Considering the persistent disparity in academic 
gains for students in special education compared to the general education population, the impact 
of teacher preparedness, or preservice learning through the avenue of teacher preparation 
programs or in-service professional learning, is crucial to consider. 
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A critical professional practice consideration is whether teachers are equipped with and 
able to use classroom management strategies, behavioral interventions, and instructional 
practices that include SDI. The research further supports that teacher preparation influences 
teacher performance and the use of evidence-based strategies for effective teaching. According 
to Gable, Tonelson, Sheth, Wilson, and Park (2012), teachers are unprepared to use evidence-
based strategies for students with emotional disabilities or are not using those strategies on a 
regular basis. The authors further identified a research-to-practice gap, asserting that a lack of 
using research-based strategies leads to ineffective interventions, student failure, and teacher 
burnout (Gable et al., 2012). Within the same study, teacher quality and effectiveness were 
explored through an economic disciplinary lens, seeking to quantify benefits of education 
(Vignoles, 2009). The authors' definition of teacher quality was a bit ambiguous but defined as 
high performing teachers who also met “Highly Qualified” status (Gable et al., 2012, p. 167). 
According to Gable et al. (2012), effectiveness is “defined by measured increases in student 
learning” (p. 166). When Stronge et al. (2007) studied general education teachers, the results 
showed that the most effective teaching was operationalized through teachers who used higher-
level questioning practices, had fewer student disruptive behaviors, and demonstrated sufficient 
differentiation in instructional strategies.  
The literature affirmed the role that teacher preparation programs play in teaching 
students with exceptionalities. A year before the Yildiz (2015) study mentioned above, Marin 
(2014) investigated general education teacher preparation. The preservice training at the focus of 
this study included preparation for working with students with exceptionality and addressing the 
pros and cons of inclusion. Only 8% of teachers reported feeling confident in using inclusive 
instructional strategies, 7% reported considerable readiness, and 27% reported moderate 
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readiness. The study showed that teachers reported they needed training for working with 
students with exceptionalities, which aligned with findings in the National Comprehensive 
Center for Teacher Quality report by Holdheide and Reschly (2008). The authors discussed 
teacher preparation for providing inclusive instruction. Teacher preparation and PD were 
determined as necessary for effective inclusion and, thereby, improved student outcomes. 
Although Forlin and Chamber (2011) focused on a preservice training and preparation program 
for teachers, the findings were like those of DeSimone, Maldonado, and Rodriguez (2013) who 
also examined attitudes about inclusion in preservice and practicing teachers. Forlin and 
Chambers (2011) found preservice teachers shared a concern about workload demands, 
balancing attention for all students, and lack of knowledge and skills for working with students 
with exceptionality. The prominent concern uncovered related to the adequacy of resources and 
staff support for inclusion.  
Mesosystem: Cultural Capital and Parental Awareness 
In the mesosystem, parental cultural capital and awareness play an influential role in the 
special education discussion and influences chronosystem changes. Likewise, parental 
involvement varies by socioeconomic status (Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1987; 
McNeal, 1999; Okpala, Okpala, & Smith, 2001; Zhang, Hsu, Kwok, Benz, & Bowman-Perrott, 
2011). Parents from higher income levels possess a more comprehensive understanding of the 
special education system and structures. This understanding of the system often results in a more 
influential parental voice in decision-making and a less restrictive student placement for the child 
(Cobb, 2014). Lalvani (2012) supported the findings from Cobb (2014) and extended the 
research to indicate that parents from lower socioeconomic status (SES) levels were steered 
toward placing their child in more restrictive placements instead of inclusive settings. The 
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parents were persuaded on the grounds of their children receiving more severe labels of 
exceptionality. Although Cobb (2014) drew on the personal experience of a mother’s journey 
navigating special education processes, the parallels with Lalvani’s (2012) study related to how 
knowledge, awareness, and social status affected parental participation and student outcomes. 
The author argued that the more parents knew and understood the process, the more they could 
influence decisions for their children in special education.  
Similarly, Hughes and Kwok (2007) found that African American children had lower 
academic performances in early grades and less supportive relationships existed between the 
parents, students, and teachers in special education. This finding connected back to teacher 
attitudes and beliefs, as well as the disproportionality that occurred with referral and placement 
of Black students in the special education system. Lalvani (2012) noted the presence of more 
contentious parent-school relationships when lower-SES was analyzed as a variable. This finding 
indicated that SES status might affect collaboration between the school and parents toward 
meeting students’ needs.  
Microsystem: Classroom and Teacher Factors 
The microsystem level includes the student and interactions affecting achievement. 
Although various factors discussed earlier exist within the chronosystem, macrosystem, 
exosystem, mesosystem, and microsystem, each system influences a student’s educational 
experience. Teacher attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy have a real impact on the classroom 
environment. Teacher efficacy and implementation of instructional practices and models are seen 
within this level. In rotating the nested EST model to resemble a funnel, the microsystem 
becomes the central focus for factors that impact the student within the classroom.  
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Attitudes about race, ethnicity, and referrals for special education. Demographic 
characteristics continue as a topic of study throughout educational research. Sociocultural 
factors, such as race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, exist at the macrosystem level of the 
EST model, along with teacher beliefs about students in special education. These factors have 
real microsystem impacts that affect how students and their abilities, capabilities, and behaviors 
are perceived. Although legal precedents, such as IDEA (2004), and changes set forth by the 
historic court cases, including Board of Education vs. Rowley in 1982, serve to guide practice, 
sociological factors still influence students’ special education referral and placement. The 
perception of a student’s race or ethnicity affects teacher referrals for special education 
evaluation (Fish, 2017). Fish’s (2017) study included 140 participants and found teachers 
categorize students based on the perceived level of teachability, meaning the perceived capability 
to learn from the instruction that teachers provide. The categorization of students strongly 
correlates with race and ethnicity, and students of color are less likely to be referred for 
giftedness when demonstrating the same characteristics as White peers (Fish, 2017). Medical 
academic ability, which the author defined as neurophysiological differences attributed to lower 
academic performance, was more often the reason for referral of White students to special 
education, whereas Black students were more likely to be referred for behavioral challenges 
(Fish, 2017; Hibel, Farkas, & Morgan, 2010; Kincaid & Sullivan, 2017).  
The literature also showed the demographic characteristics of students with disabilities 
are related to academic growth. According to Stevens and Schulte (2017), learning disabled 
students showed less growth in mathematics than typical peers in each grade from three to seven. 
The student groups where demographics demonstrated the most negative impact on mathematics 
growth were Black (race/ethnicity) and free or reduced lunch across all grades. Students 
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performed significantly lower than general education peers on the state assessment, and the gap 
in performance increased significantly over time from third to seventh grade.  
An important topic in special education research is the disproportionality of racial and 
ethnic minorities placed in special education. According to Hibel et al. (2010), males are more 
likely than females to be placed in special education. When test score averages, socioeconomic 
status, externalizing behavior, and learning approaches are computed, students of other 
ethnic/racial minority and African American groups receive placement in special education at 
rates higher than students identified as non-Hispanic Whites. Differences in income levels within 
racial subgroups does not demonstrate a causal relationship with disproportionality. In the book, 
Why Are So Many Minority Students in Special Education? (Harry & Klingner, 2006), the 
authors addressed the question of minority overrepresentation in special education. The authors 
connected the attitudes and beliefs that teachers possessed about specific racial and ethnic groups 
to the high representation of these students in special education.  
There was substantial research about the disproportionality of students from racial and 
ethnic minorities in special education, and one study disagreeing with other research was found 
during this literature review. Morgan et al. (2015) found that disproportionality did not exist for 
minority student placement in special education. The authors argued that minority students are 
underrepresented in special education using an analytical sample of 6,446 students from the 
larger sample of 9,796 students. Gordan (2017) argued that identification for special education 
was more closely related to racial disparities outside of school, such as environment, nutrition, 
and other out-of-school factors most often experienced by children of color or those living in 
poverty. However, Skiba, Artiles, Kozleski, Losen, and Harry (2016) disagreed and argued 
Morgan et al.’s oversimplification of disproportionality was inaccurate, citing errors in the 
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sample, no consideration of complexities of disproportionality, and a lack of support from other 
analytical studies. Morgan et al.’s findings were based on an unidentified n size sample of 
students in special education, raising concerns about validity in addition to a limited number of 
surveys based on the percentage estimates in their own data. Further, there was significant 
variance between Morgan et al.’s survey data and that of national datasets with explicit findings 
of overrepresentation for African Americans and Native Americans. Morgan et al. chose to 
combine multiracial, Asian Americans, Native Americans, and Pacific Islanders into one 
category labeled “other.” Additionally, Morgan et al.’s findings concluded overrepresentation 
was due to poverty disadvantages while using individual level data, instead of district level data 
in a flawed analysis using variables not included in the research model without control variables. 
By virtue of the study design, the results indicated underrepresentation by race. This finding 
contracted the substantial body of evidence of racial and ethnic disproportionality in special 
education (Ahram, Fergus, & Noguera, 2011; Albrecht, Skiba, Losen, Chung, & Middelberg, 
2012; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Sullivan, 2011; Sullivan & Bal, 2013).  
Teacher perceptions about students’ behavior and achievement have roots in cultural 
norms and assumptions, according to Ready and Wright (2011). The study showed that at the 
beginning of the year, teachers consistently rated kindergarten students from diverse racial, 
ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds as having lower literacy abilities than White students in basic 
skills, such as letter-sound recognition, rhyming words, and word recognition. Although the 
teachers’ perceptions changed over time, rating students as having higher abilities after getting to 
know them, the study showed that socioeconomic status was at the center of most inaccurate 
beliefs (Ready & Wright, 2011). The authors addressed this finding by describing the standard 
deviation between SES levels. When academic skills, behavioral skills, and sociodemographic 
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characteristics are held constant, teachers underestimate the ability of “average-low SES 
students” compared to high-SES peers. Further, when using the same parameters for “low-SES 
students in low-SES classrooms,” the underestimation of ability has a much larger deviation 
compared to “high-SES students in high-SES classrooms” (Ready & Wright, 2011, p. 354). 
Thus, students from low-SES backgrounds in low-SES schools are perceived as less able than 
students from high-SES background in high-SES schools.  
 Teacher attitudes toward inclusion. The literature shows that teacher attitudes toward 
inclusion and students with exceptionalities vary and impact teachers’ willingness to embrace 
instructional practices for this student population. Given the shift toward more inclusive 
instruction (Cook et al., 2007; Ross-Hill, 2009; Yildiz, 2015), teachers must meet diverse 
learning needs. Inclusion is defined as a belief system or philosophy that all students, even those 
with differing abilities, should be welcomed in the learning community as part of the classroom 
(Friend, 2016). The role of inclusive classrooms and the instructional practices or models used 
are also important factors affected by the macrosystem level. The microsystem level is the 
classroom, and the interactions most directly include the student. Microsystem constructs, 
including teacher attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy, interact with student characteristics.  
Equipped to Teach 
An important factor to consider as more students are included within general education 
classroom settings is whether general education classrooms are equipped instructionally for 
students with exceptionalities (Cook et al., 2007; Ross-Hill, 2009; Yildiz, 2015). A seminal case 
study by Baker and Zigmond (1990) was situated within an urban elementary school serving 266 
students, with 22 students identified as learning disabled. Using observations and survey data 
from students, teachers, and parents, the researchers found that instructional time and 
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engagement strategies during instruction need to change to help students with disabilities learn. 
The study showed that changes in inclusive instruction should include more effective transitions 
and use of instructional time, varying student grouping, and incorporating more interactive 
learning activities where students work in pairs or small groups.  
In Yildiz’s (2015) study of general education teachers and students with IEPs, the 
students engaged in off-task and problem behaviors slightly more than half the time. The 
problem behaviors more frequently occurred in the context of poorly managed classrooms, 
meaning those lacking organization, routines, and procedures. Student success was strongly 
related to teachers who placed students in the front and used academic communication and 
rewards (Yildiz, 2015). Academic communication included giving lessons or explanations for a 
subject, asking and answering students’ questions, and listening to responses. Giving students 
“tasks and homework related to the lesson” (Yildiz, 2015, p. 180) was also specified as a practice 
related to student success. The literature related to this factor indicated teachers might lack the 
knowledge or skills for classroom management to address behavioral needs of students with 
IEPs. PD could support teachers developing these skills. 
Level of Student Needs 
Teachers are more open to including students with less severe needs, such as academic 
learning disabilities, than students categorized as having behavioral needs, such as autism, 
significant cognitive impairment (previously identified for eligibility with the now defunct label 
of mental retardation), or physical impairments, according to DeSimone et al. (2013). Their 
study also found relationships between teacher expectation bias and student characteristics. 
Teachers with a negative bias toward inclusion think that students with more severe 
exceptionalities, such as autism or intellectual disabilities, receive a better education in separate 
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classrooms than in the general education classroom. This negative bias toward inclusion 
contributes to placing students in lower-level classes resulting in less opportunity to learn grade 
level content and skills (DeSimone et al., 2013). Conversely, they found that a positive teacher 
bias that inclusion is beneficial to all students added to students being placed in grade level 
classes with more opportunity to access and learn grade level academics.  
Shotel et al. (1972) conducted an early experimental study of teacher attitudes toward 
inclusion and found that teachers favored including students in the general education classroom 
with support from a special education teacher in a separate special education resource room. The 
study included 115 kindergarten through fifth-grade teachers who were administered a pre-test 
questionnaire to obtain teacher attitudes about including students with emotional disturbance or 
intellectual disability in the general education classroom. The experimental group provided 
instruction and had resource room support. The control group provided instruction to students 
through inclusion but had no resource room support. Posttest results revealed that while initial 
beliefs about inclusion were initially comparable with teachers favoring inclusion, the control 
group’s level of favorability decreased, and the experimental group’s rating increased. Therefore, 
having support from special education teachers and resource room support positively influenced 
teacher attitudes toward inclusion.  
According to the 2007 study by Cook et al., an analysis of teachers’ attitudinal areas of 
indifference, attachment, concern and rejection, revealed that students with exceptionality ranked 
higher in teachers’ concern, indifference, and rejection while rating lower in attachment. 
Teachers whose attitudes registered in the indifference area were uninterested and uninvolved, 
meaning students categorized in this area received less frequent teacher interaction or positive 
feedback. In the attachment area, teachers provided more praise, less criticism, and quality 
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questioning to students. Attitudes in the concern area demonstrate that the desire to help 
struggling students is higher for teachers. The rejection area was defined by frequent criticism 
and teacher-student interactions that centered on behavior with little feedback on instruction. 
These findings indicated that students in the attachment category experienced teachers with a 
desire to assist them in achieving success. Conversely, rejected students did not receive this type 
of teacher investment or effort in instruction. The researchers used multiple regression equations 
to analyze the teachers’ attitudinal areas compared to the variables of district SES, teacher 
experience, and paraprofessional presence. The results showed that teacher indifference toward 
students with special needs was higher the more time paraprofessionals were present in the 
classroom (Cook et al., 2007). This study indicated that teacher attitudes influenced instructional 
effort and student academic success.  
Using attribution theory and cognitive dissonance theory as a lens, Ross-Hill (2009) 
examined 73 general education teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion at the elementary and 
secondary levels. The participants completed the 31-item Scale of Teachers’ Attitudes Toward 
Inclusive Classrooms survey. Data were analyzed for covariance in four identified subscales: 
logistical concerns, philosophical issues, advantages and disadvantages, and professional issues 
(p. 192). Findings showed that acceptance of inclusion was mixed, although more of the 73 
teachers held positive attitudes toward inclusion. Some teachers believed that district training 
equipped them for inclusion. The researchers found that academic training from teacher 
preparation programs yielded less than a 0.05 significance level in attitudes toward inclusion for 
teachers in the sample. Dev and Haynes (2015) found that teachers think self-contained 
classrooms are better for students with more significant emotional, social, or physical needs. The 
results of this study were consistent with the findings by Forlin and Chambers (2011), who found 
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teachers were more accepting of students with less significant impairments. Overall, the 
literature showed that teacher attitudes and beliefs toward inclusive education remained mixed, 
and the level of students’ impairment and the level of support for teachers shaped these beliefs. 
In addition to views of inclusive education, another dimension of teacher attitudes and 
beliefs is the shaping of expectations for students with exceptionalities. Labeling is one of the 
ways that special education produces stigmas and reinforces disadvantages (Shifrer, 2013). 
Labeling theorists posit that labels produce stigma, alter perceptions, and legitimize stratification. 
Meeting eligibility for special education services results in an IEP; thus, a distinct label is applied 
to the student. The results of the Shifrer (2013) study showed that teacher and parent educational 
expectations were lower for students with labels than without labels. Similarly, teachers were 
found to have difficulty seeing positive long-term potential in students labeled with learning 
disabilities and thus maintained lower expectations (Whitley, 2010). Shifrer posited that it might 
seem “less worthwhile” (p. 94) to exert the same amount of effort in student engagement, 
motivation, and novel instructional approaches, leading to instructional choices in these areas 
that do not promote achievement. This perception of worthwhile effort could impact choices to 
use various teaching strategies or expend more effort when a student struggles with a learning 
objective.  
The review of literature about teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion indicated how students 
were perceived and the level of student needs, influences teachers’ expectations, instructional 
efforts that can adversely influence student achievement. If special education labels produce 
stigma that reinforce disadvantages (Shifrer, 2013) and lowered expectations for students with 
disabilities that manifest in less instructional effort provided by teachers (Whitey, 2010), 
students’ opportunities to learn are compromised. When students’ needs are viewed as too severe 
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for inclusion in the general education setting, teachers are less accepting, demonstrate higher 
rates of disinterest, and prefer more restrictive instructional settings (DeSimone et al., 2013). 
Removal from the general education setting may contribute to less access to and instruction in 
the general curriculum upon which students are assessed and can potentially contribute to the 
achievement gap presented in this PoP. Removal may also be related to these teacher factors 
existing beyond the impairment related to a students’ identified area of eligibility for special 
education services. 
Inclusive Instructional Practices 
Instructional practices are the methods and strategies that teachers use to facilitate 
academic learning opportunities for students. The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) 
mandates that practices supported by empirical evidence be used to produce effective results and 
improve student academic achievement outcomes. In the context of this dissertation, one such 
approach to providing instruction for students with IEPs in inclusive classrooms was the use of 
co-teaching. 
Evidence-based practices. Burns and Ysseldyke (2009) identified several evidence-
based practices for providing instruction to students identified with disabilities. These practices 
include (a) applied behavior analysis (antecedent, behavior, and consequence behavioral 
principles); (b) direct instruction, which is teacher-directed with structured learning materials; (c) 
mnemonic strategies, which are keywords to improve memory of information; (d) modality 
training, which focuses on visual, auditory, and kinesthetic (in the campus and contextual 
perceptual modes that focus on say and do); (e) social skills training programs to remediate 
social skills deficits using observation, practice, and reinforcement; and (f) formative evaluation. 
Perceptual motor training and psycholinguistic training were also included in the list. 
 
35 
Co-teaching. Co-teaching partners a general education teacher and a special education 
teacher to provide instruction in the general education classroom (Friend, 2016). This inclusive 
instructional model is a shift from the segregated practices where students are removed from 
same-age peers in general education classrooms and primarily receive instruction in a special 
education classroom. This change evolved over time as seen in the chronosystem where changes 
and transitions in special education occur. The IDEA (2004) requires that students receive 
instruction with non-disabled peers to the maximum extent possible. Also, inclusion connects 
with teacher attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy.  
Co-teaching service delivery models. Co-teaching is an instructional model seen within 
the microsystem level of EST. This classroom practice is used to meet the needs of students in 
the least restrictive environment (LRE). Co-teaching pairs a general education teacher and 
special education teacher to deliver instruction to students with and without exceptionalities in 
the general education classroom. Friend, Cook, Hurley-Chamberlain, and Shamberger (2010) 
discussed the six models for co-teaching instruction. These include (a) parallel teaching, (b) 
station teaching, (c) one teach-one observe, (d) alternative teaching, (e) teaming, and (f) one 





Co-Teaching Models  
Model Description 
Parallel teaching The general and special education teachers divide the class into two groups and 
teach the same lesson at the same time. 
Station teaching Small groups of students rotate between a planned number of independent learning 
stations and small group teacher tables. 
One teach-one observe One teacher provides whole group instruction while the other teacher observes and 
takes data. 
Alternative teaching One teacher works with a larger group of students while the other teacher works 
with a smaller group. 
Teaming Both teachers provide instruction to the entire class at the same time. 
One teach-one assist One teacher provides whole group instruction while the other floats and aids 
students as needed. 
 
In parallel teaching, the teachers divide the class into two groups and teach the same 
lesson at the same time. Station teaching involves small groups of students rotating between a 
planned number of independent learning stations and two teacher tables for small-group direct 
instruction. The co-teaching model of one teach-one observe is where one teacher provides 
whole group instruction while the other teacher observes and takes data. The alternative teaching 
model allows one teacher to work with a larger group of students while the other teacher works 
with a smaller group of students. Teaming is described as both teachers providing instruction to 
the whole class at the same time (Friend, 2016). In one teach-one assist, one teacher provides 
whole group instruction while the other teacher moves around the classroom and aids students as 
needed.  
Chitiyo (2017) revealed variability in co-teaching implementation with barriers at the 
individual and environmental levels. This variability impacts the instruction delivered to 
students. Co-teaching literature further shows a common practice is defaulting to the one teach-
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one assist model (Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007), which is not an approved model 
within the student researcher’s specific professional context for the PoP. Friend et al. (2010) and 
Tremblay (2013) suggested there were gaps in current research regarding effective inclusion. 
These gaps include (a) research about the effectiveness of co-teaching, (b) teacher efficacy for 
inclusive education, and (c) how co-teaching affects student outcomes.  
Teacher Efficacy 
Some researchers stated, “Teachers’ sense of self-efficacy is related to students’ 
achievement gains” (Gibson & Dembo, 1984, p. 176). The evolution of teacher efficacy as a 
factor related to student achievement has foundations in the work of Bandura (1977, 1986), 
Berman, McLaughlin, Bass, Pauly, and Zellman (1977), and Ashton and Webb (1986). These 
seminal researchers have contributed to understanding the construct of efficacy, as well as its 
importance as a variable in today’s classrooms. Their work conceptualizing efficacy, from both a 
theoretical and a pedagogical lens, provided a foundation from which contemporary 
investigations into teacher efficacy continue to emerge. Using a psychological lens, Bandura 
(1977, 1986) described efficacy as an expectancy one develops about actions and outcomes 
along with the belief in one’s ability to achieve a desired outcome stemming from four identified 
sources: vicarious experiences, performance accomplishments, verbal persuasion, and emotional 
arousal/biofeedback. During this same period, Berman et al. (1977) explored teacher change and 
defined teacher efficacy as “a belief that the teacher can help even the most difficult or 
unmotivated students” (p. 136)—identified as a factor with significant positive effects on 
improved student performance, goals achieved, and continuation of practices.  
Drawing on this foundational research, Ashton and Webb (1986) and Ashton, Webb, and 
Doda (1983) supported a distinction between personal efficacy and teaching efficacy. Personal 
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efficacy is a teacher’s belief in their general effectiveness as a teacher (Ashton & Webb, 1983, p. 
10). This belief is grounded in a teacher’s perception of the ability to motivate. Teachers with 
low efficacy develop negative expectations and feelings of helplessness which, in turn, translate 
into reduced effort exerted to motivate students and denying of responsibility for student 
achievement. On the opposite side, teacher efficacy is the view teachers have of the relationship 
between teaching and learning. Teaching efficacy shapes teachers’ expectations for specific 
students, based on their beliefs about students’ ability to learn. The difference between the two 
concepts influences teachers’ behavior and motivational choices, and also determines the type of 
intervention or support needed for teacher change. The authors proposed, “A teacher convinced 
of her ability to teach but doubtful of her students’ ability to learn would require a different 
intervention than a teacher convinced of her student’s ability to learn, but doubtful of her 
competence as a teacher” (Ashton & Webb, 1983, p. 5). The authors further asserted the critical 
role of teacher efficacy in student achievement.  
Like the work of Berman et al. (1977) and Bandura (1977, 1986), Ashton et al. (1983) 
provided a foundation upon which contemporary research sits. The authors’ model of teacher 
efficacy demonstrated the reciprocal connection existing between student achievement and 
teacher efficacy. Teacher behavior leads to students’ sense of self-confidence, and ultimately 
student achievement. This model established teaching efficacy as the critical driver for student 
success.  
Teacher efficacy is central to implementing instructional practices in inclusive 
instruction. Professional learning opportunities can increase teacher self-efficacy toward 
educating students with exceptionalities (Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014). Given that teachers' 
perceptions influence the interactions, expectations, and instructional decisions for students 
 
39 
(Ready & Wright, 2011), the interplay between teacher attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy acts as a 
driver for the instructional practices. The practices occurring in the microsystem underscore the 
situated relationship between the social cognitive theory and EST. These factors can be explored 
through Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory by examining the four sources of efficacy as 
well as the interaction between personal, behavioral, and environmental influences leading to 
teacher agency and self-efficacy.  
Summary and Future Exploration 
EST provides a framework characterizing the complexity of special education and 
interactions between multiple social systems. In extrapolating actionable underlying factors 
contributing to achievement, the microsystem is where factors that affect the student converge at 
the bottom of the classroom funnel. The recurring theme throughout the literature highlights 
teacher factors as critical variables related to student achievement outcomes. These factors 
include teacher attitudes, efficacy, and instructional practices for students receiving special 
education services. With a shift in the researcher’s professional context indicating more students 
with IEPs will be receiving instructional time in the general education classroom than in a 
separate special education classroom, it is important to understand teachers’ attitudes about 
teaching students with IEPs, the knowledge and skills they have for providing differentiated 
instruction, and teachers’ confidence in their ability to do so to meet students’ academic needs. 




Figure 3. Conceptual framework. 
The literature cited in this preliminary review addressed broad factors contributing to the 
achievement outcomes of students in special education. Using EST and identifying connections 
between the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem, the 
literature establishes the disparity in achievement as a PoP nested within several interrelated 
factors. Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory model specifically, triadic reciprocal 
determinism, conceptualized teacher attitudes and beliefs (personal), and instructional practices 
(behavioral), in inclusive educational environments (environmental). A review of the literature 
also highlights potential factors that contribute to the PoP. These potential factors include (a) the 
beliefs, attitudes, and efficacy of teachers in working with students with IEPs; (b) preservice 
preparation and PD for teachers; and (c) use of effective instructional practices. These factors 
emerge as major themes affecting the achievement of students in special education throughout 
the literature.  
The literature review identified and informed the broad factors related to the PoP. These 
factors include instruction (Kurz, Elliott, Wehby, & Smithson, 2010), instructional models 
(Tremblay, 2013), teacher expectations (Shifrer, 2013), teacher and leadership attitudes and 
beliefs (Cook et al., 2007), teacher preparation, and PD (Holdheide & Reschly, 2008) related to 
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student achievement in special education. Although the role of parents as stakeholders in the 
education of students with IEPs is essential, targeting parental interventions for this study is not 
feasible given the role of the student researcher or within the time frame of this dissertation 
study. Finally, a needs assessment study was needed to inform future research direction through 
contextual evidence regarding factors that exist on the campus context. The information 
summarized in the next chapter show the appropriate interventions to contribute to local change 




Chapter 2: Empirical Examination of the Factors and Underlying Causes 
The review of the literature showed that the achievement outcomes for students in special 
education lagged behind students in the general education population across multiple subjects, 
assessments, age groups, and geographic locations (Data Interaction for State Student 
Assessments, 2018; NCES, 2020). The purpose of the needs assessment study was to gain a 
better understanding of factors contributing to this problem of practice (PoP) within the specific 
campus context. The needs assessment study further helped to identify and confirm salient 
factors for possible intervention and explored teacher factors including (a) efficacy, (b) attitudes 
and beliefs, and (c) instructional practices that influence student achievement at the microsystem 
level presented in chapter one. 
In the professional context, Luke Elementary’s (pseudonym) assessment scores for 
students in special education mirror national trends. Students in special education receive SDI 
based on eligibility in one or more of 13 disability or exceptionality areas. Although the students 
in the general education population and other student subgroups made gains toward meeting 
proficiency levels in reading and mathematics, the number of students in special education 
meeting proficiency levels was 22% for ELA/reading and 26% for mathematics (State Education 
Agency, 2017). Progress for vertically aligned academic goals in student IEPs occurred, but a 
disparity persists at the state, district, and campus levels for students meeting proficiency 
standards (Data Interaction for State Student Assessments, 2018).  
The PoP focuses on students in special education identified with mild to moderate 
learning disabilities, other health impairments, speech impairments, emotional disorders, and 
autism. A significant concern of school-based personnel central to this PoP was the long-term 
impact of students not mastering foundational level skills in academic reading and mathematics. 
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The aim of this study was to explore the factors that contributed to the persistent lag in 
performance of elementary school students in special education within this context and to 
identify the contextual needs to improve student outcomes.  
The needs assessment study was the empirical investigation of the PoP. Drawing from the 
literature and application of concepts through multi-disciplinary lenses, the needs assessment 
study described the way factors manifest in the professional context. The analysis of data 
collected in this study guided decisions on the proposed intervention3. 
Context of Study 
During the school year, students entered the halls of Luke Elementary; over the course of 
75,600 minutes (House Bill 2610), students received instruction in core subjects including 
mathematics, reading, science, and social studies toward developing proficiency on state 
academic skill standards. Local curriculum benchmark assessments administered during each 
grading period, and fall and spring local benchmark assessments, which are released copies of 
the previous year's state assessment, measured student progress toward skill proficiency in 
mathematics and reading. Students with and without exceptionalities took the same exams, were 
assessed on the same standards, and had the same scoring targets.  
Luke Elementary was one of 23 elementary schools in the Winterwood School District 
(pseudonym). The campus educated 487 students across the Preschool Program for Children 
with Disabilities, prekindergarten, and kindergarten through fourth grades. The suburban school 
was situated in the middle of a middle-class neighborhood, with additional zoning that included a 
local trailer home community with students identified as low SES.  
 
 
3 The term “intervention” as it is used here and in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 refers to the dissertation research 
study designed and conducted as professional development.  
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School staff included (a) principal and assistant principal, (b) one school counselor, (c) 
office and nursing staff, (d) student nutrition and custodial staff, (e) teachers, (f) special 
education paraprofessionals, and (g) physical education teacher aide. Two special education 
teachers served the Preschool Program for Children with Disabilities program, and two special 
education teachers provided resource room and co-teaching instruction for students with IEPs 
across prekindergarten through fourth grades. All teachers were certified, and administrators had 
the required licensure. According to the state’s campus enrollment report for the 2018 to 2019 
school year, the ethnic makeup of the campus student body was White (246/52%), two or more 
races (17/4%), Native Hawaiian or other Pacific (1/.2%), Hispanic or Latino (98/20.6%), Black 
or African American (86/18%), Asian (24/5%), and American Indian or Alaska Native (2/.4%) 
students (Student Enrollment Reports, 2019). 
Campus data for mathematics showed third-grade students in special education met 
grade-level proficiency at 20% compared to 74% of students not in special education. Fourth 
grade mathematics results showed that 0% of students in special education achieved the met 
grade-level proficiency standards compared to 79% of students not in special education. The 
number of students achieving the approaching grade-level mathematics standards in third grade 
was 40% for students in special education compared to 93% of other students. In fourth grade, 
33% of students in special education achieved the approaching grade-level mathematics 
standards compared to 100% of students not in special education.  
Campus data for third grade reading assessment scores for 2018 indicated that 48% of 
students in special education did not meet proficiency levels while only 11% of the non-special 
education students did not meet proficiency. When considering the results for third-grade 
students meeting at least the minimum score required for the category of approaches proficiency, 
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52% of students in special education and 89% of non-special education students met the criteria. 
Similar results were evident for fourth-grade reading, with 63% of the special education 
population and 12% of the non-special education population not meeting proficiency levels while 
37% and 88%, respectively, approach proficiency (Data Interaction for State Student 
Assessments, 2018). 
Statement of Purpose 
The primary goal of this study was to understand the factors that contribute to students in 
special education failing to demonstrate proficiency or to make gains like those of their general 
education peers. Factors within the microsystem were prominent in the literature, therefore 
serving as a good entry point for investigation. The needs assessment study data collection 
generated rich descriptions of teacher demographics, attitudes, and experiences to facilitate 
understanding of the factors associated with the PoP at Luke Elementary. 
At the district level, this study was important in relation to the school district’s guiding 
statements in its overall district strategic plan. One guiding statement focused on the goal of 
having students read at or above grade-level by third grade and remain on grade level or above 
throughout the rest of their academic career in the district. Another goal was that all students 
would meet mastery criteria according to course requirements to pass Algebra I and the end-of-
course exam by ninth grade (Winterwood ISD's [pseudonym] Vision 2020, 2016). At the campus 
level, the elementary grade-level skills are the foundational skills to be learned in future grade 
levels. Although the scope of this needs assessment study was limited to one campus and a small 
sample size, this needs assessment study might be replicated on a district level in the future to 
help other schools experiencing a similar problem. 
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The objectives of the needs assessment study were three-fold. First, the study provided 
evidence of the factors from the literature that also existed in this context. Second, it provided 
measures of the frequency and magnitude to which the factors manifested in the sample. The 
final objective was to narrow the multiple factors down to fewer factors that contributed to the 
problem, thereby guiding future research and intervention.  
Research Design  
Although it was tempting to predetermine a reason for student outcomes based on 
experience in the field, research was necessary to understand the salient factors contributing to 
the achievement disparities for students in special education. The purpose of the mixed-methods 
approach for the needs assessment was to investigate the attitudes of teachers related to 
inclusion. For this needs assessment study, attitudes of teachers were defined as how teachers felt 
about students with disabilities being educated within the general education classroom, efficacy 
or judgment of his or her capabilities to bring about desired outcomes for teaching students with 
exceptionality, including the level of teacher preparation and PD in special education, and the 
instructional practices and models used. The study consisted of a survey, review of existing data, 
and qualitative observations. Descriptive analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences software to analyze participants’ responses to survey statements for efficacy 
and teaching all students. Data were analyzed for frequency, mean, and standard deviation 
values. A mixed-methods approach was used to facilitate triangulation and the ability to draw 




The research questions (RQ) were designed to assist in gaining a better understanding of 
the PoP within the specific context. In understanding why there was a disparity in achievement 
for this student group, it was essential to analyze these questions: 
RQ1. How do teachers describe their preservice preparation and in-service PD related to 
educating students with IEPs? 
RQ2. What are educators’ attitudes toward the inclusion of students with IEPs in the 
general education classroom?  
RQ3. What are teachers' perceptions of their efficacy related to teaching students with 
IEPs? 
RQ4. What instructional practices or models (e.g., applied behavior analysis, direct-
instruction, mnemonic strategies, modality training, social skills, and co-teaching) 
are used to provide specially designed instruction (SDI) for students in special 
education?  
Methods 
Participants. The sample for data collection at the suburban elementary school included 
16 teachers and two administrators from among the 30 teachers and three administrators serving 
Luke Elementary. The researcher recruited the participants directly the rather than through an 
announcement or an all staff email per administrative directive. Twenty of the 30 teachers were 
contacted. The final sample included 16 teachers who completed the survey. Due to the limited 
number of administrator participants and the need to protect identifiable information, 
administrator responses were blinded and not included in the final dataset or analysis.  
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The teacher population included general education teachers (GenEd), special education 
teachers (SpEd); computer, art, music, and physical education teachers (CAMP); and 
interventionists (for reading, mathematics, and support to English language learners). The 
administrative team included two administrators and a counselor. This sample included 
stakeholders who had direct classroom interaction with and decision-making influence for 
students in special education. 
Three teachers wanted to allow the researcher into their classrooms for observation. One 
teacher provided instruction in a self-contained third-grade general education classroom. She had 
several students with IEPs and her classroom was designated as a co-teaching setting. The 
second teacher provided mathematics and science instruction in a departmentalized fourth-grade 
classroom. She had several students with IEPs and her classroom was also designated as a co-
teaching setting. The third teacher allowed observation in her resource classroom. 
Table 2 
 
Total Campus Staff Count  
Staff Number of certified 
staff 
Sample (n = 18) 
Administration x* x* 
Teachers  30 16 
  Special Education 3 2 
  Interventionists 3 0 
  CAMP Teachers  4 2 
  General Education 20 12 
Note. The campus staff count excluded the researcher, a Special Education teacher. Numbers 
were blinded for Administration due to the small sample.  
Measures and instrumentation. Permission was obtained for the use of the Teachers’ 
Attitudes Toward Teaching All Students (ATTAS; Gregory & Noto, 2012) and Teacher Efficacy 
Scale quantitative survey instruments (Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990). An observation protocol was 
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developed for capturing instructional practices. Lastly, an open-ended questionnaire was 
developed to further explore results from the quantitative survey through a qualitative lens. Each 
of the measures are described below.  
Teachers’ Attitudes Toward Teaching All Students. Gregory and Noto (2012) authored 
the ATTAS instrument (see Appendix A). The instrument used the following seven-point Likert 
scale: 1 - Agree Very Strongly, 2 - Strongly Agree 3-Agree, 4 - Neither Agree or Disagree, 5 - 
Disagree, 6 - Strongly Disagree, and 7 - Disagree Very Strongly. The survey measured attitudes 
in three subscale areas: cognitive, behavioral, and affective components of attitude. According to 
Gregory and Noto, the full-scale Cronbach's alpha rating for this instrument was .833. The rating 
for subscale one was .720, demonstrating an acceptable reliability for research. This scale 
measured educator beliefs about student success in the general education classroom. Subscales 2 
and 3 addressed developing relationships and the environment of acceptance.  
Teacher Efficacy Scale. Woolfolk and Hoy (1990) designed the Teacher Efficacy Scale 
(see Appendix B). The survey was one of several efficacy scales created by the authors based on 
an instrument designed initially by Gibson and Dembo (1984) to measure personal efficacy and 
instructional efficacy. Woolfolk and Hoy (1990) provided both a long form and short form 
option via a link to her website. The long form included 22 Likert scale questions that measured 
efficacy for this investigation. The Likert range was 1 to 6, with 1 representing strongly agree, 
and 6 representing strongly disagree. Subscales included teaching efficacy (TE) and personal 
efficacy (PE). PE items and one item from the TE subscales are reverse coded to indicate where 
there is a high sense of efficacy. These items include 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16, 18, 19, and 
22. Item 15 is the only item from the PE scale that was reverse coded. The overall full-scale 
Cronbach’s Alpha rating for the longform was .74 for the TE instructional efficacy scale and .82 
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for the PE scale, placing both coefficients in the acceptable range for reliability in research. 
Sample items included “When a student is having difficulty with an assignment, I am usually 
able to adjust it to his/her level.” and “When a student gets a better grade than he/she usually 
gets, it is usually because I found better ways of teaching that student.” 
The instruments were changed from paper-based and combined into one survey 
instrument using an electronic Google Form format for ease of delivery and participant use. The 
survey also included six questions concerning demographic data. The questions included 
measures for teaching experience, certification areas, and amount of teacher preparation and PD 
training completed. This information was like questions asked in the Attitudes Toward Teaching 
All Students’ demographic questionnaire and combined with the two existing instruments.  
The Google Form survey was tested by an elementary school teacher and a retired 
administrator (outside of the sample) and feedback was provided about the ease of use and time 
needed to complete the survey. The full survey was revised because of the field test to include a 
space where participants could add an explanation or comments related to the Likert-scaled 
statements. An open-ended item titled “Other Information” provided space for the full survey 
participants to add any additional information they wanted to include relating to each part of the 
survey, supplementing the quantitative data from the established instruments. This revision was 
designed to avoid altering the reliability and integrity of the existing instruments. 
Observation protocol. An observation protocol was developed in adherence with 
Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) to record descriptions of events and reflective notes about what 
was observed. The researcher used this protocol allowed to capture a more comprehensive view 
of the context. Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) suggested fixed observation instruments 
may blind a researcher to details beyond those specified in the form. An Excel spreadsheet was 
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Scripted notes of what is seen and heard is listed here Researcher’s reflections on what is seen and heard is 
listed  
 
Open-ended follow-up questionnaire. The open-ended questionnaire was designed to ask 
questions to clarify responses in the quantitative survey data (see Appendix E). In the 
quantitative survey, respondents noted they wanted to be mentored or to emulate teachers 
effective in differentiating instruction and selecting appropriate interventions. According to 
Lochmiller and Lester (2017), open-ended questions are valuable in providing participants an 
opportunity to provide in-depth thoughts or opinions that may not fit within closed-ended 
response items. The opened-ended questions asked the following:  
1. What challenges or obstacles do you experience when teaching students with IEPs?  
2. What do you need as a teacher to teach students with IEPs?  
3. What does the mentoring need to include, and what does that look like for you?  
4. When reflecting on campus data, why do you think there is an achievement gap for 
students in special education?  
Table D1 shows descriptions of the variables measured in this study (see Appendix D).  
Procedure 
The sample for this study was drawn from the campus’s 30 teachers and three 
administrators. Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants including administrators and 
teachers of students with IEPs. Teachers were asked in person if they would be willing to 
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participate in a survey. Then, a link to the online survey was shared via email with the 20 
teachers and three administrators who volunteered. Informed consent information was detailed 
for participants as an embedded preamble to the online survey. All participants consented to the 
survey and study participation by clicking "yes" on the informed consent page. Sixteen teachers 
and two administrators returned surveys. The small sample size must be considered when 
interpreting results and limitations for generalizability. Sixteen out of 20 teacher surveys (80.0%) 
and two out of three administrator surveys (67.0%) were returned. 
Before recruiting participants, the research and accountability department of the school 
district granted permission for the study. This permission process required the submission of a 
research proposal, the Hopkins Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol, and all 
instrumentation with evidence of construct validity. Construct validity measures were outlined in 
the actual instruments’ supplemental information. Information regarding construct validity was 
included with the existing instrument documents selected for use in this study. This process took 
12 days, and the director of the district’s research department issued a formal permission letter to 
conduct research at Luke Elementary. The permission included a request that study findings be 
shared with the department once complete. 
Due to the small window for observation after receiving approval for the personal leave 
day, convenience sampling was used to recruit teachers from the survey sample, for whom 
consent for the research study had been obtained. The researcher approached consenting teachers 
who had completed the survey and who were the first five teachers seen on campus after being 
granted the leave day. The teachers were asked if they would be willing to allow for observation 
in their classrooms. Observations were conducted using the local leave personal day during 




General demographic data questions including levels of education, years of teaching 
experience, levels of participation in preservice preparation and in-service PD were asked in 
multiple choice format as part of the survey. The Teachers’ Attitudes Toward Teaching All 
Students (ATTAS) and Teacher Efficacy Scale were merged into a Part I and Part II for the 
survey. The final survey distribution took place via emails to the teachers and administrators who 
volunteered.  
The observations occurred in general education classrooms and one special education 
classroom through scripting field notes explicitly related to instructional practices and models 
used. Data for observations were collected through scripted field notes into an Excel spreadsheet. 
The researcher captured instruction-in-action based on the evidence-based instructional practices 
for students in special education, as defined by Burns and Ysseldyke (2009). These instructional 
practices, listed in Chapter 1, included applied behavior analysis, direct instruction, mnemonic 
strategies, modality training, and social skills training. 
Follow-up qualitative data were gathered using an open-ended questionnaire to provide 
more depth to responses to the quantitative survey. Teachers were emailed the additional survey. 
They submitted their responses electronically. Four teachers completed the open-ended 
questionnaire.  
Data Analysis 
Survey data were analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences. Data were 
imported from the Google Form survey, and descriptive analysis for frequency, mean, standard 
deviation, and cross-tabulation were run. Additionally, the Google Form tool compiled results as 
bar graphs for each statement within the survey.  
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Observation data were analyzed using descriptive coding and allowed for emerging 
codes. Descriptive coding summarized the topic of passages of data with a word or phrase 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Miles et al., 2014). A priori codes were predetermined words or 
phrases linked to the research (Lochmiller & Lester, 2017). The a priori descriptive codes were 
based on components of instructional practices defined earlier in this chapter, and additional 
codes, including (a) explaining lesson objectives, (b) engagement and interaction between 
teachers and students, (c) student interactions with one another, (d) collaborative learning and 
quick check strategies, and (d) instructional materials used. These a priori codes were generated 
from known instructional expectations within the campus context. After reviewing the scripted 
notes, different colors were used to highlight evidence of the instructional practice components. 
A spreadsheet was set up with orienting section headers corresponding with the codes, and the 
highlighted text was moved to the appropriate category.  
Emergent coding was used to analyze responses to the open-ended questionnaire. All 
participants’ responses were read, and repeated words and related comments were highlighted. In 
the second reading, highlighted words and comments were grouped together and assigned a 
descriptive code to identify themes within the data set.  
Findings 
Findings for Research Question 1. Research Question 1 (RQ1) was the following: How 
do teachers describe their preservice preparation and in-service PD related to educating students 
with IEPs? The descriptive data analysis identified certification areas, years of teaching 
experience, pre-service training, and in-service PD. This information answered RQ1, indicating 
the percentage of teachers with 0 teacher preparation college courses in special education was 
31.3%, one to two courses 18.8%, and those who had more than two courses made up 43.8% of 
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the sample. Most respondents (43.8%) completed more than two district or non-district in-service 
PD trainings for special education in the last two years. Half (50%) of respondents had less than 
or equal to 16 years of teaching experience.  
Table 4 
 
Participant Demographics Frequency  
Experience and training (n = 18)   











More than 2 Courses 





More than two Trainings 
  
The demographic data also indicated a range of teacher certification areas (see Table 5). 
One hundred percent of the teachers were elementary generalist certified to teach all content 
areas at the elementary school from early childhood through fourth or up to sixth grade levels. 
Slightly more than half of the campus’s teachers had certification in English as a second 
language (53.8%). There were 7.7% of teachers with special education certification for early 
childhood through 12th grade (EC-12). Additionally, 15.4% of teachers had an add-on by exam 
special education supplemental teacher certification, and 0.06% of teachers had the more 














Findings for Research Question 2. Research Question 2 (RQ2) was the following: What 
are educators’ attitudes toward the inclusion of students with IEPs in the general education 
classroom? The results from the ATTAS survey provided insights for RQ2 regarding teacher 
attitudes toward teaching all students, including those identified with IEPs (see Table 6), and 
suggest there was variability in the attitudes of teachers within the sample regarding their view of 
the elimination of classrooms that exclusively served students with mild to moderate disabilities. 
Responses in the agreement range (Agree and Strongly Agree that classrooms exclusively serving 
students with mild to moderate disabilities should be eliminated) were almost half (43.8%), 
while 25% of responses were in the disagreement range. The remaining responses were neutral at 





Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs 
 
However, when asked to rate their agreement level to the statement regarding whether 
students should be taught in regular classes with students without IEPs because they would not 
require too much of the teacher's time, responses conveyed that 37.5% fell within the agreement 
range, 37.5% were neutral, and 6.3% fell in the disagreement range. Teachers showed agreement 
toward more effectively educating students in regular classrooms, as opposed to special 
education classrooms, at a rate of 37.5%, with 31.2% responding neutrally, and 6.3% falling in 
the disagreement range. This finding may indicate time could be a mediating factor. Students 
having needs requiring more of the teacher’s direct attention, or more one-on-one time could be 
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viewed unfavorably; thus, most teachers surveyed, 81.2%, selected very strong or strong 
agreement in the ATTAS survey’s (Gregory & Noto, 2012) 7-point scale, with the statement that 
including students in the regular classroom was effective because they could learn the social 
skills necessary for success. 
Concerning others' perceptions of a teacher's ability to create a welcoming classroom 
environment for students with mild to moderate disabilities, 100% of responses were within the 
agreement range, as indicated by the authors’ Likert-scale values. Similarly, all responses fell in 
the agreement range for the statement that students can be trusted with responsibility in the 
classroom. Lastly, 68.8% of teacher responses fell in the agreement range that all students with 
mild to moderate disabilities should be educated in regular classrooms with non-handicapped 
peers to the fullest extent possible, while 25.0% responded neutrally, possibly reflecting some 
uncertainty or that the respondents provided socially acceptable responses instead of 
disagreement. Responses also showed that 75.0% of teacher responses fell in the agreement 
range, indicating they would like to be mentored by a teacher who models effective 
differentiated instruction; 93.8% wanted to emulate teachers who knew how to design 
appropriate academic interventions. Teacher responses to this survey statement indicated a 
possible intervention entry point to include modeling and designing effective instruction and 
interventions. 
Findings for Research Question 3. Research Question 3 (RQ3) was the following: What 
are teachers' perceptions of their efficacy related to teaching students with IEPs? The findings 
indicated that teachers on the campus have a high sense of efficacy across each area measured 
with the Teacher’s Sense of Self-Efficacy Scale (TSES) survey. Most respondents reported they 
had efficacy in overcoming home and outside influences on students, as reflected in Survey 
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Items 2, 6, 7, and 12. However, most respondents disagreed with the statement, “I have enough 
training to deal with almost any learning problem.” This finding showed an area of need for 
intervention. Table E1 shows the teacher efficacy survey results (see Appendix E).  
Follow-up questionnaire. Although quantitative responses indicated respondents view 
mentoring and emulating teachers effective in differentiation and designing appropriate 
interventions as something they wanted, the researcher wanted to understand how teachers would 
describe this type of support and in what ways the desire for support could inform RQ2 related to 
teacher attitudes toward inclusion and RQ3 related to teacher efficacy for instructing students 
with IEPs. Additionally, more information was needed about challenges that teachers faced to 
clarify why teachers believed they did not have enough training in teaching students with 
disabilities. Five themes emerged across participants’ responses. Respondents listed external 
factors related to student achievement and identified teacher needs. These themes include (a) 
understanding student abilities, (b) the need for resources and materials, (c) IEP implementation, 
(d) a need for collaboration, and (e) a need for planning time.  
Understanding student abilities. Teachers within the sample articulated a need to have 
thorough understanding of student abilities as well as how to implement IEPs. One teacher 
suggested a desire to review students’ plans at least once a semester to make sure the correct plan 
is in place for each student. Additionally, another teacher shared, “Thorough understanding of a 
student’s present level and the ability to differentiate instruction to help the student master grade 
level content” (Respondent 4). When reflecting on the PoP, teachers’ understanding of student 
IEPs and how to effectively implement accommodations, modifications, and use of students’ 
present levels of academic and functional performance when lesson planning may influence 
instruction and student access to the general curriculum on which they are assessed. For 
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example, another teacher stated gaps in achievement could be due to “Not meeting their needs 
where they are or not using the accommodation [sic] consistently in the classroom not just during 
testing situations.” The understanding of student needs or lack thereof may also influence 
teachers’ instructional behavior toward students with IEPs. This possibility was articulated by 
one teacher, “Some teachers may have lower expectations for special education students; 
therefore, their instruction reflects their beliefs” (Respondent 4). 
Resources and materials. Some students with IEPs may perform one or more academic 
years below their enrolled grade levels. In these instances, the grade-level curriculum materials 
may exceed their zone of proximal development and adjustments may be needed. One participant 
shared, “I would say having enough materials and resources to truly teach them at my best while 
following the IEP” (Respondent 2). Another participant echoed a similar sentiment, “Some 
challenges include obtaining different lessons and materials leveled for the students with an IEP” 
(Respondent 3). 
Teachers want support. A recurring theme across participant responses was a desire for 
support from experts and peers. The underlying factor that seems to connect responses and 
expressed support needs seems to be a feeling or perception of isolation from guidance or shared 
experiences when working to provide instruction for students with IEPs. One participant 
suggested checking in with other teachers to see if they are seeing the same behaviors, struggles, 
or gains. This would be helpful, along with shadowing a teacher, team planning, or group 
discussions among teachers (Respondent 1). One participant’s response, “I think it would be 
amazing to have a general education teacher and special education teacher working in the same 
classroom full time” (Respondent 3). This response indicated there might be a disconnection 
between general education teachers and their special education counterparts. Additionally, one 
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participant suggested it would help to have in class support and/or additional district provided 
instructional training in special education, like Participant 2 who stated, “I believe if we began 
with training and professional development, we can began to close it.” This repeated response 
could reveal a real or perceived gap in in-service training available to teachers.  
Another theme that emerged from participant response was the desire for “a time where 
[sic] teachers can sit down alongside others to locate and learn how to use those interventions” 
(Respondent 2). Again, the desire for collaboration seems to be common amongst participants 
within this study sample. Participant 4 shared, “There’s a lack of collaboration with service 
providers (speech, co-teacher, resource teacher, general education teacher, parent(s), and 
administration” (Respondent 4). Finally, teachers shared that mentoring should include 
observations, examples of successful cases, hands-on practice, and opportunities for 
collaboration with mentor teachers. 
  Overall, the teachers’ open-ended responses helped to answer research questions two and 
three and revealed three specific themes. The responses indicated that teachers might need 
support to better understand students’ IEPs and how to implement them. The desire for leveled 
resources also emerged to meet students’ needs, which could indicate that teachers might feel 
that student needs were not adequately met with current grade-level resources, and that the 
supplementary materials might be viewed as more in line with levels of academic performance. 
Finally, support and collaboration emerged as common themes articulated by respondents. This 
finding showed the need for an intervention to build a professional learning community (PLC) 
with opportunities for teachers to learn together and from one another.  
Findings for Research Question 4. Research Question 4 (RQ4) was the following: What 
instructional practices or models (e.g., applied behavior analysis, direct-instruction, mnemonic 
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strategies, modality training, social skills and co-teaching) are used to provide SDI for students 
in special education? Teacher observations answered RQ4 about the instructional practices and 
models that are used in the classroom. Field notes were coded for (a) instructional practices, (b) 
instructional models, (c) and general notes about the lesson taking place. Classroom management 
and nonstudent related challenges emerged as codes during analysis due to technology failure 
and redirection for student misbehavior. Notes also included observed interactions between 
teachers and students. During the observation, no notes were taken about student disabilities, 
identifying characteristics, and behavioral or academic levels. The observations were exclusively 
focused on teachers and the behaviors and actions of teachers in accordance with the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act and IRB considerations. 
Each teacher provided a clear verbal direction to begin and end the lesson, and stated 
lesson objectives in the first two classroom observations. This explanation was coded as part of 
instructional practices. The structure of the third classroom differed from the first two. There 
were multiple lessons taking place at the same time as the teacher alternated time between each 
student at the teacher table. Two of the three teachers had to address off-task or behavioral 
concerns during the lesson and did so without significant disruption to instruction; this was 
coded as classroom management. Teachers checked for understanding, clarification, or asked 
probing questions across all three classrooms. All notes demonstrating engagement between 
teachers and students were coded as interactions. There was evidence seen of applied behavior 
analysis strategies in the special education classroom, whereas verbal prompting was observed in 
the general education setting.  
Time permitted a few minutes of questions with the second classroom teacher. The 
teacher shared that she plans science lessons using Stem Scopes through Rice University. A 
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challenge is that her room does not have a class set of computers to use the online lesson options, 
“but students can use the online questions and stuff [online lessons] at home.” When asked about 
SDI planning for the lesson, she shared that she cleared a path for a wheelchair to travel. This 
information showed insights for RQ4 about instructional practices and lesson planning. Teachers 
had access to and could use online resources for student learning. She expressed a need for 
templates with ideas to guide planning for different types of activities and assignments. The 
teacher’s feedback is supported by literature exploring inclusive education in general education 
classrooms (Baker & Zigmond, 1990; Cook et al., 2007; Ross-Hill, 2009; Yildiz, 2015). 
When asked what collaboration with specialists looks like for SDI, the teacher shared,  
I think it would be helpful to have what you are doing now, be in the room to observe, 
spend a full day with me in class to give feedback and talk with me about what I can do 
with students with IEPs. We (general education teachers) are not good at it. There is no 
planning time. 
This statement also showed insufficient planning time as a potential barrier to instructional 
practices for students with IEPs. Additional examples she gave included (a) when you are 
touching/doing labs, (b) how to group students/student roles during activities, (c) make some 
planning process organizers for “this is what you do” with specific students, and (d) need a 
special education teacher to come in like today to just overlap and give feedback. 
The observation field notes in Appendix F showed that teachers had clear and consistent 
content knowledge for the lesson. Classroom management was in place, and strategies for 
addressing behavioral concerns were evident. The teachers were purposeful in their interactions 
with students. The researcher learned how a teacher feels when it comes to educating students 
with IEPs in the general education classroom using an open-ended questionnaire and comments 
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shared by teachers after the observation. The responses aligned with the survey statements that 
teachers wanted mentoring to emulate effective teachers who would provide instruction to 
students with IEPs.  
In summary, the observation provided a qualitative lens from which to view teachers’ 
instructional practices. Limited evidence was observed in the use of research-based practices for 
students with exceptionalities. Classroom management did not appear to impede instruction. 
Lessons were framed for clarity, and students were engaged. Teacher reflections identified a 
need for time to plan for instruction.  
Conclusion 
The results from this needs assessment within the specific context were essential to 
shedding light on why students within this subgroup continue to lag peers, and why gains were 
stagnant in this specific study context. This study was important to making an informed decision 
regarding a potential intervention to improve student outcomes within the local context. The 
observations of instructional practices mirrored survey responses for teachers' sense of efficacy 
in creating welcoming classrooms and including students with IEPs.  
The limitations in this study included a small sample size on one campus, only two 
administrative level participants, and no formal instrument used for the observations. The role of 
the researcher as a co-teacher did not allow for observation during active instructional periods in 
classrooms with co-teaching. Lastly, observation in an alternate co-teaching setting with a 
different special education teacher serving as a co-teacher was impossible before the end of the 
school year.  
Overall, data analysis within this study showed information toward the selection of a 
future intervention. The review of existing data confirmed the disparity in achievement for 
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students in special education at a district level. The survey data indicated teachers had attitudes 
toward inclusion in the general education classroom but had limited preservice and in-service 
training for teaching students with IEPs. The results also indicated teachers possessed a lower 
sense of efficacy for teaching students with IEPs. Finally, observations from the sample included 
in this study demonstrated a limited use of evidence-based practices for SDI. 
Discussion  
 The qualitative and quantitative data collected for the needs assessment answered 
questions about teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion, efficacy, and current instructional practices. 
Teachers described their preservice preparation and in-service PD related to educating students 
with IEPs as limited through responses on the demographic survey. Teachers self-reported 
positive attitudes toward the inclusion of students with IEPs in the general education classroom 
as shown in the ATTAS measure. However, the teacher efficacy scale illuminated teachers' 
perceptions of lower efficacy related to teaching students with IEPs. Finally, observations 
showed that using applied behavior analysis, direct-instruction, mnemonic strategies, modality 
training, social skills, and co-teaching varied across instructional placement.  
The participants’ self-reported attitude and efficacy measures indicated teachers were 
confident about their teaching abilities and sought more support for providing instruction to 
students with IEPs. In alignment with Friend’s (2016) definition of inclusion as a belief system 
or philosophy that all students, even those with differing abilities, should be welcomed in the 
learning community and part of the classroom, teachers within this study sample agreed that 
students with disabilities should be educated within the general education classroom. The 
teachers wanted to have a welcoming classroom environment (ATTAS Item 7).  
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The influence of labeling emerged as a suspected factor influencing teachers’ 
expectations for students based on disability labels. Expectations are lower for students with 
labels than without labels, like the findings by Shifrer (2013). However, inadequate resources 
and the desire for external support seem to contribute to teachers’ perceptions of instructional 
efficacy, specifically for students with IEPs. An important factor to consider as more students are 
included within general education classroom settings is whether general education classrooms 
are equipped instructionally for students with exceptionalities (Cook et al., 2007; Ross-Hill, 
2009; Yildiz, 2015).  
The findings indicated that teachers might need support for implementing evidence-based 
instructional practices for students with IEPs, particularly when students received instruction in 
the general education classroom. The overarching showed the need for external support, which 
would require future examination at the systemic level regarding how the district prepared 
teachers or provided professional learning opportunities for the provision of SDI. Based on this 
small set of data, an intervention that provides professional learning and mentoring for teachers 
to increase efficacy in use of evidence-based instructional practices and models, and adapting 
instruction and assignments for students with IEPs, could be a logical focus. A review of 




Chapter 3: Calling All Change Agents an Intervention Toward Teacher Change 
As discussed in Chapter 1, students in special education have not met academic 
proficiency standards for reading and mathematics as defined by state and local assessments. The 
problem was supported by needs assessment findings in Chapter 2, where teachers reported a 
lower sense of self-efficacy for teaching students with IEP at the campus level. This problem 
exists at the national, state, district, and campus levels (Data Interaction for State Student 
Assessments, 2018; NCES, 2020; State Education Agency, 2017). Specific to the context of this 
study, the PoP focused on students in special education, as this group did not make annual yearly 
progress or achieving the minimal passing score criteria on the state assessment (see Data 
Interaction for State Student Assessments, 2018).  
The literature in Chapter 1 conceptualized several factors that impact student 
achievement as they exist within a nested model of the ecological systems theory by 
Bronfenbrenner (1994). Factors that emerged through a broad exploration included student race, 
teacher attitudes, cultural capital and parental awareness, socioeconomic status, and the historical 
segregation of individuals with disabilities. When examining factors within the microsystem or 
classroom level, the convergence of teacher attitudes, beliefs, efficacy, and instructional 
practices emerged as factors most directly including and affecting students.  
The needs assessment study discussed in Chapter 2 examined teacher efficacy, teacher 
attitudes, and beliefs toward teaching all students, as well as teacher efficacy specifically related 
to teaching students with disabilities. The objective was to determine context-specific salient 
factors contributing to academic achievement for students in special education. Data analysis 
indicated a positive finding that teachers possess a high sense of self-efficacy in general 
education instruction. However, teachers reported having a low sense of self-efficacy in non-
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general education instruction, specifically adapting instruction, as required by IDEA (2004) for 
students receiving special education services. There is a distinction between general education 
teaching efficacy and efficacy for SDI for students with IEPs. Under this law, SDI is defined as 
the following:  
Adapting, as appropriate to the needs of an eligible child under this part, the content, 
methodology, or delivery of instruction; (i) To address the unique needs of the child that 
result from the child’s disability; and (ii) To ensure access of the child to the general 
curriculum, so that the child can meet the educational standards within the jurisdiction of 
the public agency that apply to all children. (IDEA, 2004, Part B, Section 300.39) 
The needs assessment study also showed that 75% of survey respondents agreed they 
would like to be mentored by a teacher who models effective differentiated instruction. 
These findings showed support for providing an intervention that targets teacher efficacy for 
differentiating instruction. The intervention should provide an opportunity to enhance 
teachers’ existing skillsets and build teacher efficacy for differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs. Accordingly, Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory was the 
framework from which to explore possible interventions, as further discussed in the next 
section. 
Theoretical Framework  
Bandura’s (1977, 1986) social cognitive theory provided the theoretical framework for 
this study. As discussed in Chapter 1, the social cognitive theorist conceptualizes the 
interrelationship between three factors. Bandura (1977, 1986) defined the interaction and 
influence between personal factors, behavioral factors, and environmental factors as triadic 
reciprocal determinism. Emotional effects, cognitive thought, and physical responses are situated 
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within the person. Behavior includes actions and decisions. Physical surroundings and social 
influences are components of the environment. Teachers’ self-efficacy can be connected to the 
four sources of efficacy development identified by Bandura (1977). Table 7 shows the sources of 
efficacy and possible examples within a school context.  
Table 7 
 
Bandura’s Sources of Efficacy as Applied to Teachers 
Source of efficacy Examples 
Emotional arousal/biofeedback/affective states The internal feelings associated with a task and 
managing those feelings, such as stress, anxiety, or 
excitement.  
Vicarious experiences Observing coaches or peers modeling skills or practices 
and seeing outcomes. 
Verbal persuasion External feedback and encouragement from coaches or 
peers that foster persistence toward success. 
Performance accomplishments/mastery experiences  Teachers engaging in a practice or skill and 
experiencing success when a desired outcome occurs. 
Note. This table provides examples of ways teachers may experience or access sources of 
efficacy.  
The next section synthesizes current literature about PD and the selected model for an 
intervention aimed to help teachers. Teachers may gain new knowledge, acquire skills, and 
transform instructional practices.  
Synthesis of the Literature  
Students in special education have increasingly received part or all their academic 
instruction in the general education classroom (Cook et al., 2007; Ross-Hill, 2009; Yildiz, 2015). 
Teachers must feel confident in their ability to provide instruction for this student population and 
not have a fixed mindset about student capabilities to meet a multitude of diverse learning needs 
(Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014). A fixed mindset related to student capabilities means 
teachers believe that some students, not all, are smart and will succeed (Sousa & Tomlinson, 
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2018). Teacher PD is used to help change the practices, attitudes, and beliefs of in-service 
teachers (Guskey, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014), and 
professional learning programs have a positive impact on increasing teacher efficacy (Dixon et 
al., 2014; Kosko & Wilkins, 2009; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009; Valiandes & 
Neophytou, 2018). PD targets adult learners, and within the teaching field, PD is a common 
avenue to equip teachers with skills to implement new practices, policies, or curricular 
expectations within the classroom.  
Providing intentionally designed learning opportunities that align with sources to develop 
efficacy, such as vicarious experiences and verbal persuasion through professional learning, can 
increase teacher effort and investment for change in practices (Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014). 
As discussed in Chapter 1, research indicated that differentiating instruction would positively 
impact academic achievement for students, including those with learning differences (Dubé et 
al., 2011; R. Goddard, Goddard, Sook Kim, & Miller, 2015; Nazzal, 2011). Therefore, a PD 
intervention can be designed to target differentiating instruction with the goal of increasing 
teacher efficacy in adapting the content, process, and products related to instruction to improve 
student outcomes identified in the PoP.  
This literature review is organized into three sections related to teacher PD. The first 
section discusses the principles of effective PD and establishes a foundation for the exploration 
of PD models considered for intervention. The second section synthesizes studies using PD to 
address teacher efficacy and differentiating instruction. The third section provides an overview 
of select PD models. The chapter ends with discussing the most high-leverage and actionable 
model proposed for this study.  
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Principles of Effective Professional Development  
Researchers have identified key components for effective PD (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, 
& Gardner, 2017; Jensen, Sonnemann, Roberts-Hull, & Hunter, 2016). The process of selecting 
an intervention to address the areas identified in the needs assessment was based on the evidence 
of seminal researchers and Learning Forward (2011), a professional learning standards 
organization. Built on the premise of continuous improvement, Learning Forward established 
seven standards for effective professional learning. The standards move away from the 
traditional model of one-day episodic PD workshops that may be relevant to teachers' actual 
needs, instead providing targeted, meaningful learning opportunities applicable to immediate 
practice and specific contextual needs. Learning Forward also identified prerequisites to 
learning. Teachers must commit to teaching all learners, readiness to learn, collaboration, and 
differentiation (Learning Forward, 2011). The standards address content, context, and the 
processes necessary to facilitate change to design professional learning opportunities effectively. 
Table G1 shows the standards (see Appendix G).  
High-performing systems have common characteristics for professional learning. Jensen 
et al. (2016) identified common characteristics in 12 high-performing organizations. The 
researchers defined high-performing systems as those with students performing academically 
ahead of the United States, Europe, and Australia in reading, mathematics, and science. In these 
organizations situated in Hong Kong, Shanghai, British Columbia, and Singapore, professional 
learning was central to school improvement, was made part of everyday teacher practice, focused 
on increasing student learning, and was connected to job evaluation. Culturally, these 
educational contexts are situated within a nonwestern paradigm for education. These 
characteristics created shared responsibility by driving the development of policies for 
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leadership, evaluation, accountability, and the collaborative nature of learning to ensure that all 
teachers are learning.  
Likewise, Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) reviewed 35 studies about teacher PD with 
positive findings between PD, changes in practice, and increases in student achievement. 
Darling-Hammond et al. identified seven key components that effective PD would provide (a) 
sustained, (b) job-embedded, and (c) active learning opportunities that are content focused, 
incorporate modeling, and foster collaboration with opportunities for reflection and feedback. 
Table 9 shares the value of the standards compared to the traditional model of PD delivery. 
Table 9 
 
Components of Effective Professional Development  
Key component Value Traditional 
Sustained Ongoing opportunities to learn One-time, episodic 
Job-embedded Part of everyday practice, use External training 
Active learning Engagement and hands-on practice Sit and Get lecture 
Content focused Connected to specific content needs Disconnected topics 




Examine beliefs and behaviors 
Handouts 
Not often provided 
Feedback Real-time communication, support Not often provided 
 
Based on the literature, a comprehensive model should align with effective PD models 
and requires more than a one-time workshop to effectively influence change for PD to affect 
teacher practices and achieve the outcome of its intended purpose. Ongoing, sustained 
professional learning is more effective than one-time workshops (Avalos, 2011; Bandura, 1986; 
Guskey, 2002; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Learning Forward, 2011). Studies vary in the 
range of PD hours that yield positive results in teachers’ behaviors and practices. In a study 
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targeting the impact of PD on teacher practices, Dixon et al. (2014) found that teachers 
participating in ten or more hours of PD felt more efficacious about their abilities to differentiate 
instruction. This conclusion was based on data analysis between the teacher efficacy ratings and 
PD experience measured in intervals of one to two hours, three to five hours, six to 10 hours, and 
10+ hours. The results indicated efficacy ratings were highest for teachers that reported 
experiencing ten or more PD hours. Through predictive discriminant analysis of the TSES 
(Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998) and the Teacher Efficacy Scale (Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990), along 
with teachers’ reported hours of in-service PD for differentiation, Dixon et al. (2014) found that 
teacher participation in 10 or more hours of PD had the most significant difference. The absence 
of data indicating a formula for determining precise PD hours was noted as a limitation to the 
study. The authors could not determine a precise number of PD hours that would increase teacher 
behaviors. However, PD with a duration of more than 10 or more hours had a positive significant 
effect on student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Desimone, 2009; 
Desimone & Stuckey, 2014; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007). The duration for 
the intervention in this current study was designed to meet a minimum of 10 hours.  
Active learning, content, opportunities for collaboration and reflection are essential 
components of PD (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Active learning allows teachers to engage in 
hands-on experience to design and practice new teaching strategies (Darling-Hammond et al., 
2017). This learning includes using the strategies teachers will design for their students (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017, p. 2). PD content must focus on teaching strategies specific to classrooms 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017, p. 2). Collaboration in professional learning provides 
opportunities for teachers to share ideas and create a positive change in the learning community 
and in instructional practices (Avalos, 2011; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).  
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Reflection leads individuals to look beyond the constraints of their perspective and is an 
essential component of PD and facilitates transformative learning. Transformative learning is the 
process of effecting change in a frame of reference (Mezirow, 1997). Mezirow (1997) defined a 
frame of reference as the assumptions that helped people understand experiences, using 
cognitive, conative, and emotional components. Critical reflection is the purposeful examination 
of the process and reasons for the choices one makes (Mezirow, 1997). These choices stem from 
one’s frame of reference which is comprised of the values, beliefs, and feelings that influence 
thinking and actions (Taylor, 2017). Embedding reflection opportunities for teachers to 
incorporate the new information into their frame of reference may make the learning meaningful. 
Effective PD is driven by intentional design and carefully curated content aligned with 
adult learning theory. Relative to the PoP that examines the disparity in achievement for students 
in special education, a sustained duration of professional learning is necessary for fidelity in 
practice when providing instruction to meet students’ needs. The expectation for teachers to 
deliver instruction per curriculum standards and in accordance with students’ IEPs can be 
supported through PD. For many teachers, meeting the needs of students is more complex to 
understand and put into practice than a one-day training may provide. Extensive training in SDI 
is not typically part of general educators’ pre-service preparation programs and is no longer a 
required district training for all teachers. Guskey (2002) argued that new programs or 
innovations “must become a natural part of teachers’ repertoire of teaching skills.” (p. 388). PD 
that includes active learning and is content focused with the incorporation of modeling, 




Professional Development and Efficacy for Differentiating Instruction 
The previous section showed components found essential for effective PD programs. 
This section includes studies within the literature that highlight connections between PD, teacher 
efficacy, and efficacy for differentiating instruction. For example, Y. L. Goddard and Kim 
(2018) conducted survey research to investigate 1,623 elementary school teachers’ perceptions of 
collaboration, differentiation, and efficacy as teachers tried to implement differentiated 
instruction. The demographic data did not show special education teachers within the sample. 
The researchers hypothesized that teachers working together on instructional practices would 
positively affect efficacy. Teacher efficacy beliefs were again measured in this study using the 
teacher efficacy instrument designed by Woolfolk and Hoy (1990). When teachers had the 
opportunity to work together on curriculum and instruction, as well as for PD, analysis through 
multilevel structural equation modeling indicated there was a statistically significant positive 
relationship between collaboration and using differentiated instruction. Differentiated instruction 
and general teaching efficacy were also positively correlated when data clusters were examined 
and compared through multilevel analysis and application of intraclass correlation coefficient. 
Lastly, opportunities to experience quick success for desired outcomes (mastery experiences) 
through collaboration, which aligned with sources of efficacy, were found to increase teachers’ 
efficacy.  
There are a limited number of studies that examine the relationship between PD, teacher 
efficacy, and differentiating instruction. However, the studies show a common need for teacher 
support and professional learning to enhance teachers’ efficacy for adapting instruction to meet 
the needs of students in mixed-ability classrooms. For example, in a 2014 study by Dixon et al., 
the research team explored teacher efficacy for differentiating instruction. Drawing from a 
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sample of two large school districts with differing socio-demographic makeups, 41 teachers from 
elementary, middle, and high schools across four schools in each district participated in the 
study. One district was a large suburban area with a primarily white-collar demographic. The 
other smaller district was a primarily blue-collar demographic. The researchers sought to 
understand better the relationships between differentiation of instruction, PD, teacher efficacy, 
and self-efficacy beliefs (p. 116) through analyzing survey data using the Teacher Efficacy Scale 
(Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990), TSES survey (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998), and a follow-up 
questionnaire related to differentiating instruction. Employing analysis of variance and 
discriminant analysis of survey data, results indicate teachers who had 10+ hours of PD in 
differentiating instruction were more efficacious in implementing the approach to student 
learning in the classroom (p. 123).  
Similarly, Valiandes and Neophytou (2018) investigated teacher participation in a 
professional learning program for differentiating instruction in mixed-ability classrooms. The 
objective was to increase teachers’ confidence for designing and applying differentiation in their 
lessons. The sample included 14 fourth grade teachers. The PD program for teachers provided a 
foundation of professional learning, including support, such as a special website, onsite visits, 
online discussions facilitating communication, and collaboration for participants.  
In Phase 1, training workshops focused on equipping teachers to understand the theory 
behind differentiation and practice developing content specific language instruction lessons as 
part of active learning. In Phase 2, teachers implemented the differentiated instruction with 
observation, feedback, co-planning, and continuous reflection about their practices. The results 
indicate this PD changed teacher attitudes and behavior and had a statistically significant impact 
on student achievement. This study is important to consider as the teachers within the 
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dissertation study are situated on an elementary school campus, including fourth-grade 
instruction like the grade level participants in Valiandes and Neophytou (2018). 
Kosko and Wilkins (2009) examined in-service PD for inclusive instruction and teachers’ 
abilities to adapt instruction for students with IEPs using Bandura’s (1986) description of one’s 
perceived levels of ability, capability, behaviors, and committing to something they believe they 
can do. The research team used data collected from general education teachers from the Study of 
Personnel Needs in Special Education, and the final sample size included 1,126 kindergarten 
through twelfth grade teachers. Multiple regression and Pearson correlation showed that teachers 
receiving eight or more hours of PD in adapting instruction for students with IEPs were twice as 
effective as teachers who received less PD for improving teachers’ perceived abilities to adapt 
instruction (Kosko & Wilkins, 2009). Teachers who received more hours of PD were better able 
to implement necessary skills, like findings from Dixon et al. (2014) and Valiandes and 
Neophytou (2018). However, although the Dixon et al. (2014) and Kosko and Wilkins (2009) 
studies showed that PD could change practices and increase teacher efficacy, neither explored 
the specific models of PD that yielded these results.  
Across the studies discussed above, researchers found PD influenced teacher’s 
perceptions of efficacy and application for differentiating instruction to address varied student 
ability levels in their practice. Duration, collaboration, and opportunities for reflection were 
factors identified as essential to support teacher change and align with the broad body of 
literature about effective professional learning. The studies further affirmed a duration of eight or 
more hours was most effective to influence teacher change. Teacher change and models of PD 
are discussed in the following section.  
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Teacher Change and Models of Professional Development 
The literature shows various approaches to PD, but the goal of PD changing teacher 
practices and beliefs remains the same. Guskey’s (2002) model of teacher change focuses on a 
linear path that shows changes in teacher practice occur first, followed by changes in student 
outcomes, leading to changes in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, as shown in Figure 4. Guskey 
further proposed a model of evaluation for teacher PD as “the new demands for accountability 
today make measuring effectiveness and presenting that evidence more crucial than ever” (p. 
463). The five-level evaluation model focuses on: participant reactions, participant learning, 
organizational support and change, participants using new knowledge and skills, and student 
learning outcomes. Each level of Guskey’s model aligned with specific questions to address 
information that should be gathered, have specific measures, and used toward measuring the 
effectiveness of PD.  
 
Figure 4. Guskey (2002) model of teacher change. 
Investigating multiple models. Multiple models of PD are prevalent in the literature and 
used throughout the field of education to support teacher learning. Models of PD include PLCs, 
coaching, and lesson study and researchers have compared multiple models’ influence on teacher 
beliefs and practices. For example, in a study using five PD models, Karimi (2011) discovered 
whether participation in PD activities affected teacher self-efficacy beliefs in their abilities to 
manage, engage, and use teaching strategies with students. By establishing a pretreatment 
baseline efficacy level through administering the TSES by Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998), the 
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author later measured posttreatment levels using the same instrument to compare results after 
teachers participated in the PD models. The participant sample included 60 junior high school 
teachers, with 30 teachers in the control group and 30 in the treatment group. Participants 
engaged in sixteen 90-minute session courses. PD models included observation and assessment, 
where a lesson was conducted and critiqued. Study groups worked together for development and 
improvement by exploring educational issues and proposed potential solutions. Analysis of 
efficacy scale data showed a statistically significant positive effect on efficacy beliefs after 
participation in PD.  
The study groups functioned as PLCs. PLCs are a PD approach defined by five 
characteristics, including (a) a focus on student learning, (b) collaboration, (c) common norms 
and values, (d) reflective dialogue, and (e) public teaching (Dagen & Bean, 2014). Well-
developed PLCs have been found to have a positive influence on student learning and teacher 
practices. PLCs can engage teachers in opportunities to learn new innovations or reforms in-
person, virtually through technology, or through a hybrid of both (Learning Forward, 2011). 
Additionally, effective PLCs are identified by a collective movement guided by policies, 
practices, and supports that are in alignment with shared goals. The PLC approach to PD may 
serve as an incubator for Bandura’s (1977, 1986) vicarious experiences and performance 
accomplishments through collaboration, as teachers see and hear peers implementing 
instructional changes to reach goals and support teacher agency (Calvert, 2016). Intentionally 
seeking teacher input for topics to address student and teacher needs fosters a collaborative 
approach to learning versus a top-down compliance-based approach. Developing a PLC in this 
current study may foster support and sharing of knowledge and experiences. 
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The inclusion or exclusion of certain components, such as information sharing or follow-
up in a PD model, may affect teacher learning outcomes. For example, an investigation of self-
efficacy and PD by Tschannen-Moran and McMaster (2009) explored four PD models with 
primary school teachers. This study showed insight for a limitation in the Dixon et al. (2014) 
study by exploring the missing piece regarding which models of professional learning are 
effective. Tschannen-Moran and McMaster conducted a quasi-experimental study using 
Bandura's (1977) definition of self-efficacy, "the belief in one's abilities to accomplish desired 
outcomes” (p. 228). Tschannen-Moran and McMaster explored the relationship between self-
efficacy and four different treatment approaches to train teachers to implement a new teaching 
strategy for beginning readers. All four treatments consisted of a three-hour workshop.  
Treatment 1 was information-based with the common one-time workshop model. 
Treatment 2 added modeling (vicarious experience) to the information-based model. Modeling in 
this study entailed the presenter demonstrating how to work with a group of struggling readers 
while the classroom teachers observed. This practice occurred for 20-minutes of the three-hour 
workshop. Treatment 3 included both previous elements as well as practice. Ninety minutes of 
the three-hour session were used for teachers to practice the teaching strategies. Treatment 4 
included the components from Treatments 1 to 3 and added coaching. Coaching in this study 
included a review of strategies, one-on-one coaching sessions, and coaching sessions with the 
presenter in the teacher’s classroom. Coaching as a PD component is discussed next. 
Coaching is an effective and frequently used component in teacher PD. According to a 
meta-analysis on teacher PD conducted by Darling-Hammond et al. (2017). The research team 
identified instructional coaching as an essential contributor to increasing student learning 
outcomes in 30 out of 35 studies they reviewed. In this article, instructional coaching was 
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defined as a coach working directly with teachers on a specific instructional practice in person or 
by video. Darling-Hammond et al. determined that the coaches’ scaffolded support, including (a) 
modeling, (b) observation, and (c) feedback for improvement, could encourage teachers to adopt 
new approaches for instruction and behavior, as well as to implement co-teaching models with 
fidelity to meet the diverse needs of students with IEPs.  
In the context of this study, this model may look more like direct support with lesson 
planning and modeling in the early PD sessions for unfamiliar knowledge or strategies. This 
support would be followed by a gradual release of responsibility for teachers to attempt to 
differentiate on their own during later PD sessions. Further, Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) 
asserted that teacher practices changed when focused on job-embedded coaching, through active 
learning, collaboration, and modeling with feedback and reflection. Ongoing support and follow-
ups are essential components of professional learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Guskey, 
2002). Coaching can help new skills become a natural part of teachers' repertoire (Guskey, 
2002). Thus, researchers supported coaching as an intervention and align with the components of 
effective PD and sources of efficacy (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Jensen et al., 2016; 
Learning Forward, 2011). The PD model selected for this current study is described in the next 
section.  
Overall, Treatment 4, the most all-inclusive model for professional learning, had the most 
effect on efficacy in beliefs and strategy implementation. Teachers experienced a decrease in 
efficacy treatments without the follow-up and coaching component. Darling-Hammond et al. 
(2017) suggested the decrease in efficacy was due to teachers’ feelings of inadequacy after being 
introduced to a new teaching practice and implementing it without support. In total, Treatment 4 
totaled five hours and 45 minutes of teacher PD.  
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An extensive body of research existed for the empirical study of teacher professional 
learning, including multiple PD models utilized for equipping teachers with information, 
knowledge, skills, and increasing teacher efficacy for programs or practices. This examination of 
the literature focused on PD models closely aligned with professional learning standards that 
could address results of the needs assessment, which included identified desires for mentoring, 
modeling of differentiated instruction, and collaboration. Further, the models reviewed aligned 
with Bandura’s (1977, 1986) sources of efficacy. The knowledge gained from existing research 
informed the selected model for the intervention central to the current dissertation study is 
explained next.  
Selected model for intervention. Treatment 4 (Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009) 
served as the foundational model for the intervention central to this research and creation of a 
PLC with follow-up coaching. According to the literature reviewed, using PLCs and coaching 
facilitated teacher learning was found to yield positive results within the respective study 
samples, which was essential in selecting a model with the most likelihood of replicating similar 
positive outcomes for increasing teacher efficacy for this study. Moreover, the results of the 
research maintained that successful PD was ongoing and provided multiple learning 
opportunities over time. The intervention addressed teachers’ efficacy for differentiating 
instruction for students with IEPs through a design with the following four components: (a) 
information about evidence-based practices and literature about differentiating instruction, (b) 
modeling of strategies, (c) teacher practice with strategies, and (d) follow-up coaching 
opportunities.  
Resources for intervention. In alignment with the principles of effective PD, the content 
selected for the intervention central to this current study addressed differentiation as a 
 
83 
pedagogical mindset and model to help teachers understand how to use students’ IEPs as a tool 
for instruction related to mathematics and reading. An overview of the components of an IEP can 
orient teachers to the present levels of academic and functional performance, accommodations, 
modifications, and academic or functional goals to consider when differentiating. Information 
about evidence-based approaches to differentiation based on the literature, established PD 
programs, and the inclusion of activities to foster active learning aimed to transform teachers’ 
mindsets toward what differentiation may look like and how to implement it within their 
practices. These informational resources and engagement strategies are described below. 
Differentiation and the Brain. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) authored Differentiation and 
the Brain for differentiating instruction. The second edition publication was written as a resource 
for K-12 educators to learn more about different approaches to differentiating instruction by 
content, process, and product, in addition to learning more about how the brain learns.  
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development video series and facilitator’s 
manual. The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD, 2001) is a 
professional organization for leaders in the field of education. The organization developed a 
video series for differentiated instruction and published ASCD Facilitators Guide for At Work in 
the Differentiated Classroom as resources for educators to learn more about differentiation 
practices connected to Tomlinson (2015). Selected activities to facilitate collaboration and 
discourse will be integrated throughout the PD.  
Lead4Ward strategies. Active learning is an essential element of adult learning. 
Lead4Ward (2019) designed the Instructional Strategies Playlist. Lead4Ward is a professional 
organization specializing in teacher PD and consulting to build teacher capacity. The list includes 
75 strategies to promote engagement, provide opportunities for practice, facilitate interaction, 
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and evidence of learning. This playlist is also an essential expectation within teacher practice on 
the campus central to this current study.  
This section describes the selected model of PD for the intervention as well as selected 
resources to be used. The carefully curated resources are integrated across PD sessions to ensure 
content focused, engaging active learning directly connects to teacher needs and classroom 
practices. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) provided the model for differentiating instruction and 
content specific for practical application. The ASCD (2001) video and facilitator’s guide provide 
opportunities for discourse and self-reflection, and the Lead4Ward (2019) playlist connects to 
teachers’ prior knowledge and expands on a familiar resource through application to their own 
learning. While each resource is constructive independent of the others, the interweaving of each 
resource enhances PD content and facilitates participant engagement during PD sessions. 
Summary of Literature 
This literature review explored teacher efficacy, PD, coaching, and collaboration to 
inform an intervention targeting teacher efficacy for differentiating general education instruction 
for students served through IEPs. Empirical studies strongly supported a relationship between 
teacher efficacy and PD. Additionally, effective PD includes common elements that align with 
teacher efficacy. The literature review established that strategically designed and specifically 
targeted PD can increase teacher efficacy and address methods of differentiating instruction, two 
needs previously identified for the present study.  
In alignment with professional learning research, the intervention model designed for 
addressing the PoP must include ongoing learning opportunities and opportunities for teachers to 
collaborate and receive feedback. The most high-leverage and feasible intervention is a PD 
model including all of these. The PD sessions will facilitate shared knowledge and collaboration 
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between general and special educators. The PD can be designed to mirror Tschannen-Moran and 
McMaster (2009), incorporating information, modeling, practice, and follow-up coaching to 
enhance teachers’ knowledge, skills, and efficacy for differentiating instruction for students with 
IEPs. Further, components of the other approaches to PD explored in this literature review are 
embedded in the proposed model for intervention, making it a more comprehensive approach to 
influence teaching practices. Context-specific learning opportunities will target areas identified 
by the needs assessment along with input for additional teacher and student needs. By modeling 
the program after characteristics of effective professional learning and an evidence-based model 
with produced results, this intervention may meet teacher needs.  
The coaching model of professional learning provides teachers with access to vicarious 
experiences through modeling, verbal persuasion through feedback, biofeedback through 
experiences, and performance accomplishments through reflection as part of coaching sessions 
embedded within teacher planning periods. These learning opportunities include coaching, 
modeling, collaboration, and feedback. The results of coaching PD literature indicate that 
coaching positively impacts teacher efficacy (Cantrell & Hughes, 2008; Tschannen-Moran & 
McMaster, 2009). Although each of the studies discussed earlier show teacher participation in 
PD yielded at least modest positive results in practice and efficacy beliefs, not all models of PD 
are equal. Models that provide sustained learning over time are argued as more effective than the 
one-day workshop format (Avalos, 2011; Bandura, 1986; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; 
Guskey, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011). 
Further, some professional learning approaches have been found to have the most impact 
on teacher efficacy, specifically for implementing new practices and for building confidence in 
differentiating instruction. Only a few studies that explored differentiated instruction and PD 
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together surfaced in the literature (Cantrell & Hughes, 2008; Dixon et al., 2014; Kosko & 
Wilkins, 2009; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009; Valiandes & Neophytou, 2018). This gap 
in the research literature showed an opportunity for this dissertation study to build on the existing 
research and address gaps regarding teacher PD for differentiating instruction. Most importantly, 
this proposed intervention addresses the specific needs and desired support identified within the 
context of professional practice.  
This chapter explained components of effective PD as well as four models of PD that 
include co-teaching, inquiry, teacher study, and coaching. Drawing on the four models presented, 
Tschannen-Moran and McMaster’s (2009) Treatment 4 format for PD was selected to inform the 
intervention design. Components of the researchers’ PD model include information, modeling, 
practice, and coaching. This combination was found most effective in influencing changes in 
teachers’ practices and efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009). The needs assessment 
results indicated this model might have the most likelihood of buy-in for implementation as it 
aligned with teachers’ responses for desired support. These components were also in alignment 
with providing teachers access to the four sources of efficacy identified by Bandura (1977) and 
referenced in Chapter 3. Treatment 4 provided opportunities for teachers to access external 
feedback and encouragement from the facilitator and peers that may foster persistence toward 
success, observe modeled skills or practices, engage in a practice or skill, and experience success 
when a desired outcome occurs, and have support managing internal feelings, such as stress, 
anxiety, or excitement. 
Conclusion 
The decision to use PD as an intervention was based on the campus context, available 
resources, manageability, and timeframe for implementation. PD provided the mentoring, 
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collaboration, and planning that teachers cited in the needs assessment responses and would 
strengthen buy-in. Teachers in the context of this study were legally allotted 450 minutes across 
10 school days of planning time. This time must be in increments of no less than 45 minutes. 
With this structure already in place, teachers had a 60-minute daily planning period. Afterschool 
PD will not take away from regular planning while creating job-embedded learning 
opportunities. This action did not require any additional expense of substitute teacher coverage 
for teacher PD. Additionally, weekly communication and contact provided ongoing support in 
lieu of a one-day episodic workshop model with no follow-up. The intervention will include 
modeling, feedback, and the collaboration that the literature identifies as critical components to 
PD for targeting teacher efficacy.  
Lastly, using Learning Forward (2011) standards of PD within the design phase helped 
curate content to meet context specific needs for teachers. For example, curating content 
involves teacher input and expression of specific needs or goals for PD. This model reflects the 
most elements aligned with the theoretical framework and is likely to be a high leverage 
approach because it aligns with preallotted planning time, job embedded design, and builds upon 
the collaborative component of adult learning. The goal of the proposed intervention includes 
seeking answers to the following research questions:  
1. How did teachers experience differentiating instruction for students with IEPs? 
2. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for supporting 
their use of strategies for differentiating instruction? 
3. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs learned in the PD intervention? 
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Chapter 4: Intervention Procedure and Program Evaluation Methodology  
As discussed in Chapter 2, the needs assessment study indicated general education 
teachers possessed a lower sense of self-efficacy for differentiating instruction in mathematics 
and reading for students with IEP. Bandura’s (1977) social cognitive theory served as the 
foundational theoretical framework from which the proposed PD intervention was designed. This 
theoretical framework showed the interactions between the environment, personal beliefs, and 
behaviors (triadic reciprocal determinism) and targeted opportunities for vicarious experiences, 
performance accomplishments, emotional arousal/biofeedback, and verbal persuasion to increase 
teachers’ efficacy.  
In school settings, teacher efficacy is defined as teachers’ perceptions of their capabilities 
related to student learning, even in the face of challenges (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). 
Teacher efficacy has been found to impact academic achievement positively (Dubé et al., 2011; 
R. Goddard et al., 2015; Nazzal, 2011). The literature showed PD as an effective avenue for 
facilitating changes in teachers’ behavior, attitudes, beliefs, and efficacy in professional practice 
(Guskey, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 2014).  
Chapter 3 included the components of effective PD, as well as four models of PD that 
included co-teaching, inquiry, teacher study, and coaching. Drawing on the four models 
presented, Tschannen-Moran and McMaster’s (2009) Treatment 4 format for PD was selected to 
inform the intervention design for the current study. The components of the researchers’ PD 
model included information, modeling, practice, and coaching. This combination was most 
effective in influencing changes in teachers’ practices and efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & 
McMaster, 2009). The needs assessment indicated that this model might have the most 
likelihood of buy-in and implementation, as it aligned with teachers’ desire for support. These 
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components were also in alignment with providing teachers access to the four sources of efficacy 
identified by Bandura (1977) and referenced in Chapter 3. Treatment 4 provided opportunities 
for teachers to access external feedback and encouragement from the facilitator and peers that 
might foster persistence toward success, observe modeled skills or practices, engage in a practice 
or skill and experience success when a desired outcome occurs, and have support while 
managing feelings, such as stress, anxiety, or excitement.  
This chapter presents the research design, methodology, and procedure for the PD 
intervention. First, the Corona Virus Disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic context and its impact 
is explained. Next, the research design is provided, followed by the methodology regarding 
participants, measures, data collection, and data analysis. This chapter concludes with a detailed 
description of the intervention, including PD session content.  
Research in the Corona Virus Disease-2019 Pandemic 
Contextualization of the research situated within the COVID-19 pandemic is paramount 
to understand the implementation and evaluation of the intervention central to this study. In 
March 2020, the virus outbreak was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization 
(2020) when confirmed positive COVID-19 cases surpassed 100,000 globally. International 
government and public health officials began ordering cautions to reduce infection and 
transmission of the virus, such as social distancing. Individuals remain at least six-feet apart from 
one another, limited to no group gatherings, and use face masks (Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2020).  
In the county where this study occurred, local officials ordered schools and non-essential 
businesses to close, and many individuals shifted to working from home. The impact on day-to-
day functioning for most people and schools was significant. People were required to wear face 
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masks in most businesses. Childcare facilities closed in some places. Schools were inaccessible 
by students or staff and students’ families led learning from home.  
The impact to dissertation research was substantial. The recruitment email was sent to all 
applicable teachers and a response was requested by March 18th as teachers returned to work 
from the districtwide spring break. However, the unexpected emergence of COVID-19 caused 
districtwide closures on March 14, 2020 before school was to resume on March 16, 2020. The 
district notified all staff, students, and parents of an initial closure and transition to remote 
learning, which halted recruitment and PD implementation efforts. The participant response from 
the initial recruitment effort yielded three teachers who expressed interest.  
During the closure, teachers worked from home teaching remotely, and students attended 
school online via the Microsoft Teams platform, Google Classrooms, SeeSaw, and Canvas 
learning management systems. The state assessment for the 2019 to 2020 school year was 
cancelled. Special education service delivery was implemented following recommendations of 
the state education agency with guidance from district mandates and collaboration between 
teachers to adapt supports to the online environment as much as possible. The original time 
frame for school closure was set to expire on March 29, 2020, but the closure was extended to 
May 29, 2020, with all schools remaining closed, and students and teachers finishing the 2019 to 
2020 school year online instead of in-person.  
Due to the emergency shift to online instruction and safety measures put into place per 
Johns Hopkins University, public health officials, the state governor, and state education agency, 
an amendment to shift the PD intervention online was filed with Johns Hopkins’ IRB on March 
13, 2020, and the amendment and all necessary changes were approved on April 1, 2020. Email 
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recruitment for the online PD intervention was initiated on May 15, 2020, and four teachers 
consented to participate upon receipt and review of the informed consent document.  
Additional limitations of the study arose due to the impact of COVID-19 and the 
collateral barriers it created, such as halted recruitment, in-person restrictions, and competing 
demands for time beyond the researcher and participants’ control. First, recruitment had to be 
halted to transition the PD from in-person to an online format aligned with IRB and district 
guidelines. The time between the initial recruitment efforts and the second attempt might have 
reduced potential participant interest. The additional restrictions for in-person contact limited 
access to classrooms and to students for instruction. Though the intervention was implemented 
within the fidelity framework for online and the participants stated they found the PD beneficial, 
the participants stated opportunities to work directly with students and practice the strategies 
learned each session would have been beneficial. Hands-on experience with teachers’ students 
could have enhanced active learning, which Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) asserted allowed 
teachers to practice and design new teaching strategies. 
Teachers could not work directly with their students. Case study student profiles were 
used throughout the PD; however, pseudo students and hypothetical lesson planning differ 
greatly from planning and live instruction to students with all the various dynamics that interact 
under regular in-person classroom circumstances. Additionally, not all participants in the study 
had students with IEPs assigned to their classrooms to apply learning for the student population 
central to this study. In-person opportunities to practice strategies in real-time could provide 
participants with access to mastery experiences, another source of efficacy, gained by using 
differentiation strategies and observing student outcomes. Mastery experiences increase efficacy 
(Bandura, 1977, 1986; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009).  
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Because of the pandemic, new demands on teachers were extensive. Teachers were 
required to participate in PD for various online learning management systems, plan for and 
provide remote instruction, and develop professional goals for their annual teacher evaluation 
while planning for the eventual return of students for in-person learning. This act created 
changes in class rosters and required teachers to maintain in-person plans, as well as online 
classes, in addition to training for COVID-19 social distancing and safety protocols necessary to 
students’ eventual return to campus. Participants expressed exhaustion from extended workdays 
that lasted until after 6:00 p.m. most days, additional team meetings added to their schedules, and 
time spent resolving technology issues that interfered with providing remote instruction. 
 This research and all components of the PD intervention occurred within the context of 
the global COVID-19 pandemic. Although teachers’ efficacy for differentiating instruction was 
the intended focus of this study, this issue was overshadowed by the pandemic and how teachers 
had to function in a persistent state of the unknown. Teachers’ daily job descriptions became a 
hybrid of online instructor, 24/7 technology support, and adult learners in the uncharted space of 
online education. In essence, COVID-19 upended the way teaching had “always been.” The next 
section includes the research design, method, and procedures of the study. 
Research Design 
Researchers have studied teacher efficacy qualitatively, quantitatively, and with mixed-
methods (Bruce et al., 2010; Dixon et al., 2014; Y. L. Goddard & Kim, 2018; Kosko & Wilkins, 
2009; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009; Valiandes & Neophytou, 2018). A mixed-methods 
convergent parallel research design was selected in alignment with the theory of treatment model 
(see Appendix E). Mixed-methods research is a systematic approach for gathering, organizing, 
analyzing, and interpreting measurable and unmeasurable data on a phenomenon (Kerrigan, 
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2014). The participants were selected using purposive sampling (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 
The intentional selection of participants was based on specific characteristics. In this study, 
participants responsible for mathematics and reading instruction for students with IEPs were 
selected using a non-probabilistic form of sampling, also known as convenience sampling (see 
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  
According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2018), a researcher uses a convergent parallel 
design, whereby the quantitative and qualitative methods are implemented simultaneously and 
combined using the strengths in each method to clarify findings from the other, to compare and 
merge quantitative and qualitative results. Triangulation, corroboration, and validation of 
research findings occur. A strength of the convergent design is that it allows for simultaneous 
collection of both types of data (qualitative and quantitative), within a short timeframe (Creswell 
& Plano Clark, 2018).  
The qualitative data were essential to provide rich descriptions of participant perceptions 
and lived experiences. These data captured participants’ voices, established patterns in quotes, 
and gained an in-depth understanding of what participants thought, learned, and believed about 
their efficacy for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. Quantitative data showed 
convergence and divergence of outcomes related to the intervention’s implementation and 
research questions by using measurable numerical data to aid in the interpretation of the 
qualitative data (see Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). Finally, the qualitative strand of the design 
aligned with the constructivist and transformative philosophical paradigms (see Creswell & 




Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality 
Lochmiller and Lester (2017) defined researcher reflexivity as “the process of 
intentionally accounting for the assumptions, biases, experiences, and identities that may impact 
the research study” (p. 95). Due to the researcher’s positionality as a co-teacher, active 
participant, and instrument in the study, my beliefs and biases must be acknowledged. My 
approach to research was aligned with a transformative worldview. A transformative worldview 
focuses on the need for social justice (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This view places 
importance on issues faced by marginalized groups, specifically the academic achievement of 
students with disabilities on the campus. The transformative worldview builds on the 
constructivist perspective and seeks to understand the phenomena through participants’ views 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Mertens, 2018). The findings of this study were told from the 
viewpoints of the participants. The role of a special educator requires training and experiences 
specific to meeting the diverse needs of students that general education teachers may not have 
experienced. A background in behavior intervention, characteristics of disabilities, familiarity 
with adapting lessons, and required legal awareness contributes to my frame of reference. 
A frame of reference is defined as the way one understands experiences through various 
assumptions (Mezirow, 1997). The assumptions connect to habits of mind and viewpoints. 
Although habits of mind are the broad, habitual ways of thinking and feeling (Mezirow, 1997), a 
viewpoint is the articulation and interpretation formed based on habits of mind. I believe that (a) 
equity in education is important, (b) the success of all students matters, (c) the policies and 
practices that districts and schools adopt should be in the best interest of the students they serve, 
and (d) teachers should be committed to the education of all students. I believe all students have 
the right to a FAPE.  
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Additionally, as a special education teacher and case manager who advocates for the 
needs of students, I not only carried out a job responsibility but also a personal commitment. I 
believed that there was a need to do something different and to serve as a catalyst for change in 
the professional context regarding students with exceptionalities. Reflecting on the evolution of 
education for individuals with disabilities over time, options for opportunities to learn for this 
student population were not always available. Individuals with disabilities have been denied 
access to schools, institutionalized, or educated in segregated classrooms apart from nondisabled 
peers (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). 
 Years of advocacy and historic court cases paved the way for legislation, such as IDEA 
(2004), mandating specially designed instruction and more inclusive educational practices, such 
as LRE, where students with disabilities are educated in the general education classroom with 
nondisabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate. In the district of record, LRE is defined as 
the general education classroom. As P-12 education moves toward more inclusive practices, 
teachers’ frames of reference and viewpoints directly influence student experiences in the 
microsystem, or classroom. Professional experience has shown a pattern of students being 
viewed or labeled as those kids and some teachers arguing “it’s not my job” to teach them. I 
hoped that supporting teachers’ efficacy for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs 
would also contribute to a change in mindset and commitment to teaching all students, including 
students with IEPs. 
Logic Model 
The logic model showed inputs, outputs, and outcomes related to the intervention study. 
The first step in the intervention involved securing permission to conduct research. This 
permission included IRB approval, permission from the district research coordinator, and the 
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administrator at Luke Elementary (pseudonym). Teachers responsible for providing instruction 
to students with IEPs must participate in the required PD intervention sessions. Further, the 
sessions required dedicated time. The PD sessions were conducted during the summer, outside of 
school hours for two one-hour sessions each week for three weeks. This timeframe was selected 
to provide ongoing professional learning opportunities instead of a one-time workshop model. 
Teachers also completed reflections after select PD sessions.  
The most immediate outcomes following the intervention should include gains in teacher 
use of strategies for differentiating instruction. The general education and the special education 
teachers should also begin to collaborate regularly. Teachers did not regularly collaborate for co-
planning instruction. Mathematics and reading content lessons were planned by the general 
education teacher according to the district scope/sequence and instructional planning guides. IEP 
modifications, accommodations, and adapting lessons or classwork often occurred during 
instruction by the special educator.  
Proximal outcomes were to increase teacher efficacy for teaching students with IEPs by 
increasing their use of strategies for differentiating mathematics and reading instruction through 
participation in the PD intervention. Intermediate outcomes included measurable changes in 
student progress and continued use of new strategies and collaborative planning processes after 
the intervention ends. The long-term outcome was for students with IEPs to make annual 
progress toward the state's proficiency measures in mathematics and reading. These outcomes 
relied on the assumptions and external factors listed in the logic model. Appendices H and I 
show the theory of treatment and additional details for inputs, medial, and distal outcomes in the 




One must engage in a process evaluation that included ongoing review, feedback, and 
documentation of the intervention (Baranowski & Stables, 2000; Dusenbury, Brannigan, Falco, 
& Hansen, 2003; Stufflebeam, 2003; Zhang et al., 2011). This section of the chapter includes the 
process evaluation plan for the teacher PD intervention. First, process evaluation components are 
described. Next, connections to improvement science are explained. Then, process evaluation 
indicators are discussed. Appendix F shows a data collection matrix included for reference.  
 
Figure 5. Logic model summary. 
The evaluation of an intervention means monitoring the process, addressing potential 
barriers, and adjusting the program intervention based on identified needs (Stufflebeam, 2003; 
Zhang et al., 2011). Stufflebeam (2003) defined sound process evaluation as “ongoing review, 
feedback, and documentation" (p. 47). Within this study, ongoing review of session planning 
templates, session agendas, field notes, and participant reflection entries at regular intervals 
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provided formative assessment opportunities to make any necessary adjustments to the content of 
the PD sessions or participant engagement with components of the intervention.  
Two types of process evaluation were conducted focused on fidelity of implementation 
and participant responsiveness for this study. The fidelity of implementation evaluation 
measured to what extent the intervention was delivered as designed. The participant 
responsiveness component of evaluation measured the extent to which the PD intervention 
components engaged participants in professional learning. Fidelity of implementation, 
participant responsiveness, and outcome evaluation are detailed in the following sections.  
Fidelity of Implementation 
All professional learning sessions were delivered with research-based resources. The 
resources for knowledge and skill development and learning activities included Differentiation 
and the Brain (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2018), the ASCD (2001) video series for differentiated 
instruction, featuring Tomlinson (2015). PD content also included activities selected from the 
ASCD facilitators guide for At Work in the Differentiated Classroom. Permission was obtained 
to use the ASCD resource and the Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) text (see Appendix J). The 
content was delivered during each of the scheduled PD sessions by the researcher, serving in the 
role of a peer coach.  
This section details participant responsiveness as part of fidelity of implementation. 
Responsiveness is defined as "ratings of the extent to which participants are engaged by and 
involved in the activities and content of the program" (Dusenbury et al., 2003, p. 244). This 
aspect to the PD program was conceptualized as active participation during PD sessions through 
participant reflections, discussions, asking questions, taking notes, and discussing lessons. 
Participants’ voices were leveraged through the collection of reflections, audio recorded 
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interviews, and their own words, telling the story of their lived experiences, successes, and 
challenges. Direct quotes helped tell the story from participants’ perspectives. Details about 
participant reflections and interviews are outlined in the data collection section.  
Outcome Evaluation 
Outcome evaluation is important for determining the effectiveness of teacher PD 
(Guskey, 2002). For this study, the evaluation plan focused on proximal outcomes, which 
included (a) participant interviews to illuminate any increases in efficacy and (b) teachers who 
gained strategies for differentiating mathematics and reading instruction in their practices. 
Medial outcomes included continued collaborative practices between general and special 
education teachers. The long-term intended impact of this study’s PD was to increase student 
academic outcomes. Because the results of the needs assessment indicated that teachers had a 
low sense of self-efficacy providing instruction to students with IEPs, the final question was 
included to gain a rich description of teachers’ perceptions of self-efficacy during and after the 
intervention. 
The researcher anticipated that teachers’ sense of efficacy would increase due to 
participation in the PD intervention. The researcher hypothesized that teachers would feel more 
confident in differentiating instruction for students with IEPs and their abilities to do so in 
planning and implementing lessons. The researcher anticipated that teachers would increase 
strategies for differentiating mathematics and reading instruction for students with IEPs by 
content, process, and product. The researcher hypothesized that teachers would apply these skills 




The purpose of this study was to understand teachers’ experiences, use of strategies, and 
efficacy for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs, as well as participation in a PD 
intervention. The process evaluation questions included the following: 
1. To what extent was the intervention implemented with fidelity? 
2. How did teachers experience differentiating instruction for students with IEPs? 
a. How did teachers describe the PD experience on differentiating mathematics 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
b. How did teachers describe the PD experience on differentiating reading 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
3. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for supporting 
their use of strategies for differentiating instruction?  
c. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for 
supporting their use of strategies for differentiating mathematics instruction?  
d. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for 
supporting their use of strategies for differentiating reading instruction?  
The outcome evaluation questions include the following:  
4. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs learned in the PD intervention? 
d. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating mathematics 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
e. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating reading 
instruction for students with IEPs? 
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f. How did the implementation of strategies in mathematics and reading compare?  
5. To what extent did teachers’ efficacy for providing differentiated instruction change, 
post-intervention? 
Additionally, participant feedback was used as formative assessment to inform changes 
and adjustments during the intervention implementation. The feedback was journaled in 
researcher field notes. For example, two teachers had difficulty with the start or ending time of 
PD sessions or accessing the Zoom online meeting room; these were allowable changes and the 
teachers could make up the PD sessions following the missed session. A summary matrix that 
outlines the relationship between the research questions, measures, and data analysis methods is 
listed in this section (see Appendix K). 
Method 
The context of this study was an elementary school campus in the southwestern United 
States that served 487 students in grades prekindergarten through fourth grades, as well as 
students in the Early Childhood Education Program. Students with IEPs received instruction in 
the LRE, which included learning in the general education classroom. The academic instruction 
central to this study was mathematics and reading, as these were the content areas for local and 
state assessment proficiency standards. This section outlines the participants, measures, and 
procedures of this study.  
Participant recruitment. Change Agent 003 stated, “I want to be more informed of 
different strategies that can help my students be successful.” A fundamental prerequisite to 
professional learning is an educator’s openness to learning and engaging in the PD experience 
(Learning Forward, 2011). In this study, the campus teaching staff consisted of (a) three 
kindergarten teachers, (b) four first-grade teachers, (c) four second-grade teachers, (d) five third-
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grade teachers, and (e) five fourth-grade teachers. Additionally, there were five enrichment 
teachers, or those responsible for teaching music, physical education, computer, art, and library 
classes. There were two teachers for the Early Childhood Education Program, two special 
education teachers including the researcher, two interventionists who assisted in mathematics 
and reading support, and one half-day prekindergarten teacher for a total of 31 teachers. The 
recruitment of study participants began March 6, 2020. Recruitment targeted the pool of 20 
general education and special education teachers who met criteria for inclusion, teachers who 
provided mathematics and reading instruction to students from kindergarten through fourth 
grades at Luke Elementary.  
The participants for this study brought a diverse range of experience, specialization, 
grade level curriculum knowledge, and readiness knowledge to becoming change agents4 within 
the calling all change agents’ theme. Change Agent 1 was an early career educator with five 
years of teaching experience. This change agent had background in special education and had 
provided instruction across multiple grade levels, including prekindergarten through fourth 
grade. Change Agent 2 was an experienced educator with 25 years of teaching experience who 
served the last 10 years at a grade level subject to the state assessment. This change agent had 
served in self-contained and departmentalized general education classrooms and had experience 
as a co-teacher and teacher of record implementing IEPs. Change Agent 3 was also an 
experienced educator with 21 years of teaching experience. This change agent served students in 
self-contained general education classrooms with co-teaching experience at a grade level subject 
to the state assessment. Change Agent 4 was a first-year educator in a self-contained general 
 
 
4 Study participants are referred to as change agents and agents throughout this chapter. 
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education classroom at a grade level subject to the state assessment. This change agent had no 
experience teaching students with IEPs and had no students with IEPs in the homeroom 
assigned.  
The change agents approached the PD opportunity with similar desired learning 
outcomes despite varied teaching experience and training. They sought to learn more strategies 
for differentiating instruction. A desire to help students be successful emerged when the 
participants described what they hoped to gain from participating in the PD sessions. One 
response indicated a hope “to give GenEd teachers a new perspective of teaching students with 
IEPs” (Change Agent 001). This PD intervention served as a conduit for learning and 
collaborative inquiry designed to change performance at the individual and collective levels, 
given the varied teaching experiences, and as a prerequisite to professional learning as described 
by Learning Forward (2011).  
Description of participants. The change agents reported having between 0 and 10 years 
of teaching experience in inclusive classroom settings, such as co-teaching, and limited training 
for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs in the last two years. One change agent 
reported trainings for co-teaching, behavior intervention, and inclusion, while another reported 
training for social emotional learning, technology, and curriculum. Although one change agent 
reported to have received no training in differentiating instruction for students with IEPs, another 
change agent noted participation in district PD was in differentiating instruction to students 
identified as gifted and talented and/or to those whose first language was not English.  
Teacher assignment was verified by asking them directly. This information was 
deidentified after verification and stored in an offsite secured electronic file for participant 
recruitment documents. The participants were identified as the general education teachers of 
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record and special education teachers for students receiving special education services. All 
teachers held teaching certification from the state with licensure that included any of the 
following: (a) elementary school early childhood, (b) early childhood—sixth-grade generalist, (c) 
kindergarten—fourth-grade generalist, and (d) early childhood—twelfth-grade special education.  
Measures or instrumentation. This researcher evaluated the influence of PD on teacher 
perceptions of self-efficacy for providing differentiated instruction to students with IEPs. The 
outcome variables of focus for this study included increasing teachers’ strategies for 
differentiating instruction, self-efficacy, and application of differentiated instruction in 
mathematics and reading for students with IEPs. This section includes the instrumentation of a 
demographic questionnaire, a teacher efficacy survey, PD session plans, teacher reflections, 
interviews, and researcher field notes with data collected from teacher participants. Key 
deliverables, such as surveys and reflections, were evenly spread throughout the intervention to 
reduce the time burden. Figure 6 shows the data collection tools used in the following sections 
and measures. 
 
Figure 6. Intervention conceptual framework. 
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Pre-intervention questionnaire. The purpose of the pre-intervention questionnaire 
Google Form was to capture demographic information about participants, including teachers’ 
education levels (bachelors, masters, and doctoral), teacher certification areas, years of teaching 
experience, years of experience teaching students with IEPs, and years teaching in inclusive 
classrooms (co-teaching). An open-ended question asked the participants to describe any PD 
(district, non-district, conference, or other) completed in the last two years, specifically for 
differentiating instruction in mathematics and reading for students with IEPs. The participants 
also shared their desired professional learning outcomes (see Appendix L). 
Pre/postsurvey. The purpose of this survey was to measure participants’ sense of 
instructional self-efficacy before and after the intervention. Questions based on the Efficacy in 
Instructional Practices subscale of the Teacher’s Sense of Self-Efficacy Scale (TSES; 
Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998) were included as part-two of the pre-intervention questionnaire 
Google Form above. The TSES long-form included 24 Likert-scale efficacy questions with eight 
questions in the instructional practice subscale. The overall full-scale Cronbach’s Alpha rating 
for the long form was .94 and .91 for the instructional subscale. The instrument used the 
following 9-point Likert-scale response scale: 1-Nothing, 2, 3-Very Little, 4, 5-Some Influence, 6, 
7-Quite a Bit, 8, 9-A Great Deal to measure teachers’ sense of self-efficacy. Example questions 
included the following: “How well can you implement alternative strategies in your classroom?” 
and “How much can you do to adjust your lessons to the proper level for individual students?” 
Professional development reflections. The purpose of the PD reflections was to evaluate 
participants’ reactions and learning through the PD experience (Guskey, 2002) and answered 
Research Questions 1 and 2. In this study, the PD reflections were used to measure participant 
responsiveness to the intervention. An open-ended comment field was also included. The PD 
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reflection was created from suggestions in the Haslam (2010) resource for evaluating teacher PD, 
and two questions were modeled after an exit ticket resource from Learning Forward (2011), the 
professional learning standards organization (see Appendix G). The open-ended comment field 
allowed participants to add any additional comments they wished to share. In this study, the 
participant feedback informed next steps about necessary adjustments, expansions, or changes to 
the plan for future sessions. PD reflections were completed by participants and took 
approximately 10 to 15 minutes. Questions for the PD reflections are listed below. 
1. What component(s) of the PD session were most helpful? 
2. What component(s) of the PD session were least helpful? 
3. How well do you feel the PD sessions supported enhancing your ability to 
differentiate instruction for students with IEPs? 
4. What did you learn during sessions 1 & 2 and 3 & 4 that you can put into practice? 
Interviews. The goal of this qualitative component of the study was to deeply understand 
the lived experience of participants; therefore, individual interviews were essential for the 
dialogue to understand the experiences. The interview protocol (see Appendix N) was developed 
using the recommendations from the work of Jacob and Furgerson (2012), which provided tips 
for creating interview protocols and conducting interviews in qualitative research. The questions 
for the end-of-intervention interviews were modeled after the interview questions used in the 
Cantrell and Hughes (2008) study on teacher efficacy and PD mentioned earlier in the literature 
review. In qualitative inquiry, the following were follow-up questions for experiences, specific 
details, and participant emotions so that thick descriptions could be generated at the time:  
1. How successful do you think you were in implementing the techniques 
a. emphasized in the PD for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs? 
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2. What barriers did you encounter as you tried to implement the differentiation 
techniques? 
3. How confident do you feel in your ability to implement differentiation techniques in 
the content area for students with IEPs? Is this a change in any way from your 
confidence prior to the PD?  
4. If one of your students could not do a class assignment, would you be able to 
a. accurately assess whether the assignment was at the correct level of difficulty? 
(Adapted from Gibson & Dembo, 1984) 
5. When a student is having difficulty with an assignment, do you feel confident in your 
ability to adjust it to his/her level? (Adapted from Gibson & Dembo, 1984) 
Researcher field notes. The field notes included the written information collected by the 
researcher in word form (Miles et al., 2014). The notes included participant questions, feedback, 
reflection, and general observations from the PD sessions.  
TSES Behavior Scale. The behavior scale from the TSES instrument was turned into an 
open-constructed response and administered to participants. This instrument was administered 
before teachers reconvened for the fall semester of the new school year. The instrument provided 
the opportunity for conversation during follow-up meetings.  
Fall check-ins. Check-ins with the participants who completed the PD were conducted as 
they prepared to return to school and again once the school year began. These check-ins took 
place through email.  
Rapid response surveys. Rapid response surveys were conducted during the first two 
months of the school year and were based on the data collected and patterns that emerged during 
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the initial analysis of the summer PD activities. The first rapid response survey asked the 
following: 
1. In this current educational climate (pandemic), how might you use some of the 
strategies from the summer PD? 
2. What resources do you need to make it work online? 
The second rapid response survey addressed the desire for collaboration and 
communication and asked the following: 
1. Have you reached out to other change agents? 
2. How did it go? 
Fall meetings. Two follow-up meetings with the study participants occurred during the 
first months of the Fall school semester (August—after return to school—and September). The 
goal of these meetings was to address and remediate additional needs based on data collected at 
check-ins, rapid response surveys, and feelings of preparedness expressed by participants.  
Procedure 
The purpose of the PD provided in this intervention was to increase participants’ self-
efficacy for implementing strategies for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. The 
components in this intervention were designed based on the PD study by Tschannen-Moran and 
McMaster (2009). The researchers found that Treatment 4, the most all-inclusive model for 
professional learning of the four formats reviewed, had the most effect on efficacy in beliefs and 
strategy implementation. This treatment model included a workshop format that provided 
information, modeling, practice, and follow-up coaching. The intervention used in this current 
study combined selected elements of effective PD to address the needs of the teachers within the 
context based on Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) and Jensen et al (2016). The intervention 
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design focused on effective elements, such as active learning and ongoing PD, instead of a 
singular workshop, as shared in Chapter 3. This study included PD sessions that provided 
information, modeling, and practice through active learning and follow-up support to teachers at 
the beginning of the new school year. The next section describes the intervention, followed by 
descriptions of the data collection and data analysis procedures.  
Intervention  
In the intervention, teachers engaged in an introductory session (one-hour total), six 
structured PD sessions twice a week for three weeks (six hours total), and viewed an ASCD 
(2001) video for 71 minutes prior to the first session. Teachers also completed reflections about 
PD sessions twice during the intervention (30 minutes total). The fall components included 
check-ins, two Zoom meetings, and additional surveys.  
The PD sessions and participant application of learning time resulted in a total of 8.5 
hours during the summer, and 2.5 hours of follow-up support in the fall for a total of 11 hours. 
PD with a duration of more than 10 hours was found to have a significant positive effect on 
student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Desimone, 2009; Desimone & 
Stuckey, 2014; Yoon et al., 2007).  
This study was approaching the duration threshold. The model should provide an avenue 
for future PD without incurring the expense of substitutes to provide teachers with release time. 





Professional Development Intervention Timeline  
Activity Timeline Duration Description 
Introductory Session  June 16 60 minutes The researcher discussed the PD timeline and worked with 
teachers to set exact session dates for PD sessions. 
Teachers learned about study deliverables including post-
surveys and reflections. 
Video Prior to 
Session 1 
71 minutes  Teachers learned about differentiated instruction in the 
classroom and how it evolved over time. 
Session 1 June 23 60 minutes Teachers explored various options for differentiating 
instruction in a scenario of case study students. Teachers 
learned various ways lessons can be changed for the case 
study students and how collaboration with peers can help 
make decisions.  
Session 2 June 24 60 minutes Teachers learned a model for differentiating instruction by 
content, process, and product based on Sousa and 
Tomlinson (2018). Teachers learned ways to adapt 
mathematics and reading instruction in response to what 
students will learn, the activities students use, and how 
students can demonstrate what they know or understand 
Session 3 June 30 60 minutes Teachers learned strategies for differentiating mathematics 
and reading instruction in response to student readiness, 
such as students’ current skill level for a particular 
academic task. 
Session 4 July 1 60 minutes Teachers learned strategies for differentiating mathematics 
and reading instruction in response to student interest, 
such as ways to draw and hold students’ attention, 
capitalize on engagement, and affective connections. 
Session 5 July 7 60 minutes Teachers learned strategies for differentiating mathematics 
and reading instruction in response to student learning 
profile, such as how students process, think, and remember 
what they learn.  
 
Session 6 July 8 60 minutes Teachers learned strategies for differentiation mindsets 
and learning environment such how teachers’ mindset 
impact learning, social-emotional needs of students, and 
the role of classroom environments in student learning. 
 
Professional development session plans. Session plans entailed preplanned documents 
outlining the content and learning activities covered in each session. These plans were used to 
measure fidelity of implementation by monitoring the components of the PD implemented as 
designed for RQ1. The researcher developed the plans that served as the PD facilitation agenda, 
outlining the content and activities presented for each section. The researcher used the session 
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plans to document reflections for each PD session, which included (a) content for strategies to 
differentiate instruction by content, process, and product using the Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) 
text and ASCD (2001) facilitator’s manual, (b) session objectives, (c) engagement strategies and 
learning activities, (d) discussion question stems when applicable, and (e) a materials list. These 
plans served as a checklist to denote completed activities.  
Each session followed a structured routine to maximize learning and participant 
engagement time. Necessary session materials were prepared in advance and ready for use. 
Attendance was taken in the researcher’s field notes. The researcher provided an overview of the 
PD session. Each session began with five minutes of time for the participants to share and reflect 
before the researcher’s presentation began. After the interactive presentation, a collaborative 
activity was completed. The sessions ended with a Lead4Ward (2019) strategy to recap learning. 
Finally, next steps or deliverables were discussed, and reminders were provided about what 
needed to be collected. Appendix L provides a detailed description of each session. 
Data Collection  
This section provides a description of the data collection procedure to examine both the 
process of implementation and proximal outcomes of the intervention. Data collection was 
ongoing throughout the duration of the intervention. The frequency of data collection is 
described in this section. The researcher collected (a) pre-intervention questionnaire, (b) PD 
reflections, (c) interview transcripts, (d) pre/post TSES, and (e) researcher field notes. Fall data 
collection included the TSES Behavior Scale and two rapid response surveys. The researcher 
used a data accounting log for record-keeping and data management (Miles et al., 2014). 
Appendix P contains the template used for the data accounting log. 
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Pre-intervention questionnaire. The participants received a link to the online Google 
Form questionnaire. They were asked to complete it one-time. The questionnaire was completed 
before the introductory session for the PD intervention.  
Pre/Post-TSES survey. The participants completed the TSES survey one-time pre-
intervention before the introductory session. The participants completed the one-time post-
intervention after the completion of Session 6.  
Professional development reflections. PD reflections were collected at the end of 
Sessions 2 and 4. Digital QR codes, a matrix that barcodes readable by computers or 
smartphones, with a direct link to two to three selected reflection questions were provided to 
teacher participants (see Appendix M). The participants completed responses to no more than 
three questions per reflection. The reflections were completed using the online Google Form, 
with secured access connecting each teacher to the researcher only. The participants submitted 
responses electronically using a link assigned to the two sessions. 
Interviews. The participant interviews occurred between July 10 and July 12, 2020 
online via Zoom after the last PD session and were recorded using a voice memo speech to text 
application, Otterai, on the researcher’s device. All participants completed a one-time interview 
lasting between 45 to 60 minutes. The speech to text files were downloaded and printed by the 
researcher. 
Researcher field notes. The field notes capturing the researcher’s observations and 
reflections about the PD sessions and fidelity of implementation were collected weekly. The field 
notes were converted into expanded narratives for analysis to answer RQ1. The notes were 
stored digitally at an off-site location.  
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TSES Behavior Scale. The TSES behavior scale was sent to all change agents 
immediately after receipt of their signed informed consent forms. Agent 002, Agent 003, and 
Agent 004 completed and returned the behavior scale survey, which was administered via a link 
to a Google Form before teachers reconvening for the fall semester of the new school year. The 
survey addressed teacher efficacy for classroom management and student behavior to provide the 
opportunity for conversation during follow-up meetings and allow any concerns to be addressed.  
Fall check-ins. Two fall check-ins were conducted by email. The check-ins were 
intended to see how participants were doing and what assistance, if any, was needed from the 
researcher. The check-ins asked the participants the following: (a) “How are you doing?” and (b) 
“Is there anything you need from me?” 
Rapid response surveys. Rapid response surveys were attempted during the first two 
months of the school year following approval from IRB. The researcher contacted the 
participants by phone and email due to the continued COVID-19 in-person contact restrictions. 
The first rapid response survey asked participants: “In this current educational climate 
(pandemic), how might you use some of the strategies from the summer PD?” and “What 
resources do you need to make it work online?” The second rapid response survey asked 
participants: “Have you reached out to other change agents?” and “How did it go?”  
Beginning August 8, the researcher contacted the agents to ask the first two rapid 
response questions. The agents were unavailable. Additional attempts were made before the 
August 12, 2020 Zoom meeting, and again during the last week of August, as well as the first 
week of September, by phone and email due to the continued COVID-19 in-person contact 
restrictions. The researcher attempted to reach participants during the second week of September 
for the second rapid response survey questions. The agents did not respond. One agent responded 
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via email on September 26 and shared they had seen one change agent during the week and said, 
“Hi.” The agent shared, “My students are awesome and doing well!”  
Fall meetings. Two meetings were held online via Zoom during the first two months of 
the school year, following approval from IRB. The meetings were intended to allow the 
participants to reconnect, follow-up with the summer PD, and provide support for any questions 
or concerns that the participants had related to differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. 
The researcher emailed links to the Zoom meetings ahead of each scheduled day. The meetings 
occurred in the evening outside of school hours to not interfere with or take away from 
participants’ instructional time.  
Data Analysis 
This section describes data analysis for this study. In a mixed-methods convergent 
parallel design, the analysis of multiple sources of qualitative and quantitative data provided a 
thick, rich description of participants’ experiences and learning in the PD intervention. This 
approach was selected based on other successful studies on PD, such as Newton, Leonard, 
Evans, and Eastburn (2012). 
The participant responses to opened-ended questions and reflections informed process 
and outcome evaluation. The researcher used the participant responses to develop codes and used 
the codes to determine themes provided rich descriptions of participant experiences, changes in 
efficacy, and perceptions of the PD. This analysis also measured acquired skills and knowledge 
about differentiating instruction.  
In addition to evaluating participant learning, it was essential to see if teachers applied 
the knowledge in practice. The teacher reflections were used to examine teachers’ experiences in 
the intervention and learning strategies for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. The 
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fall check-ins and rapid response surveys were used to capture teachers’ use of strategies in 
planning, preparing, and implementing differentiated lessons.  
Qualitative data analysis methods were used to systematically sort, code, and elaborate 
findings with trustworthiness. Truth value, consistency, applicability, and neutrality are aspects 
of trustworthiness to establish confidence in the truth of findings for the study (Guba, 1981). All 
handwritten data and field notes were transcribed into electronic Word documents. Interview 
transcripts were also transcribed into Word documents.  
The researcher analyzed data using two-cycle coding. In the first cycle, the researcher 
read all transcripts and reflections four to five times, using a different color highlighter to note 
statements that corresponded to codes in each separate reading, like highlighting used by Newton 
et al. (2012). Each reading occurred as the data were collected. The codes were applied to 
teacher reflections and interview data.  
Coding and themes. A codebook of initial a priori codes and a table detailing 
connections between codes and themes are included in Appendix Q and Appendix R, 
respectively. The in vivo method was used for teacher reflections and interview transcripts. 
Miles et al. (2014) stated, “In vivo coding uses words or short phrases from the participant’s own 
language in the data record as codes” (p. 74). In the second cycle of coding, the researcher used a 
priori and emergent coding to assign meaning to participant words. The codes listed in the 
codebook helped cluster data. Data were grouped into categories so emerging themes were 
identified. The outcome of the second cycle identified patterns to compose a narrative to 
elaborate and present findings from the intervention study.  
The a priori codes applied to RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, and RQ5. Themes related to time, 
planning, resources, and alignment emerged across the data and aligned with themes related to 
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shifting away from feeling isolated in figuring out how to meet students’ needs, appreciation for 
shared experiences, and a desire for collaboration. The agents seemed to view time for 
collaboration, planning, and sharing experiences as valuable to differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs. The teachers felt less isolated when learning about others’ experiences. 
Trustworthiness for qualitative measures was established through reflexivity in the researcher’s 
field note journal, triangulating data, member checking, and providing dense descriptions of 
participant and session experiences, as described more in the following sections. 
Teacher sense of self-efficacy survey statistical analysis. Statistical analysis was 
conducted to measure teacher efficacy using the TSES survey as a pre- and post-intervention 
measure. Therefore, the focus of the analysis was the teacher participants in the study and not 
generalizability. The study sample was less than five participants, and descriptive statistics were 
used to analyze survey data instead of the Mann-Whitney test for statistical analysis. The Mann-
Whitney is an inferential statistics test used to assess the differences between two groups with 
one independent variable, one dependent variable, and a non-parametric data set (Lochmiller & 
Lester, 2017).  
Trustworthiness 
This section describes methodology for analysis and the strategies used to establish 
trustworthiness. There are several established approaches for confirming findings, addressing 
validity, and assessing trustworthiness when using qualitative methodology (Golafshani, 2003; 
Krefting, 1991; Miles et al., 2014). Krefting (1991) argued qualitative inquiry could have rigor 
and maintain the integrity of the research. Dependability and confirmability were established 
through triangulation of multiple sources of data and a code-recode procedure. Elevating and 
accurately capturing participant voice was essential. Qualitative data collected from study 
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participants accounted for 90% of data analyzed. Member checking allowed for participants to 
verify the accuracy of data collected and analyzed (see Krefting, 1991; Miles et al., 2014). Data 
were triangulated with descriptive analysis of survey data and coding of researcher field notes. 
Credibility was established using ongoing member checking and reflexivity, specifically between 
each of the PD sessions and, again, at the end of the intervention once data were collected and 
coded.  
Due to the nature of the qualitative analysis, testing findings was imperative to the 
validity of results. According to Miles et al. (2014), the story must match the data. The findings 
in this analysis, such as quotes from field notes and reflections based on coding, were shared 
with the participants for member checking as one way to test findings. Based on triangulating 
participant data, statistical data, and researcher data with acknowledgement of reflexivity and 
positionality, the analysis indicated an accurate representation of participants’ voices.  
Summary 
This chapter provided a detailed description of the design, methodology, procedures, and 
analysis for the implementation of an applied dissertation study exploring PD, teacher efficacy, 
and differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. The researcher engaged teachers in 
professional learning opportunities that enhanced their knowledge, skills, and support for 
meeting the needs of diverse learners. These enhancements might have influenced teachers’ 
sense of efficacy for providing differentiated instruction, changes in current practices, and the 





Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion  
Teaching in a Pandemic: Agents of Change in Unprecedented Times 
The previous chapter included the design and implementation for this study and 
intervention for teacher change, specifically examining the role of PD toward increasing 
teachers’ perceptions of self-efficacy for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. 
Envisioned to increase teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and use of strategies for differentiation, 
this study showed teachers’ experiences beyond planning for instruction and provided a more in-
depth and candid discussion about teachers’ needs and perceived barriers to meeting the needs of 
students with IEPs. With the unanticipated closing of schools due to the COVID-19 global 
pandemic and the immediate shift to online instruction using new platforms, the teaching 
environment changed drastically, as did the expectations and workload for teachers. The spread 
of the contagious virus disrupted education and triggered a period of punctuated equilibrium 
where the educational landscape was redefined. Using a convergent parallel methodology 
(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2018), along with descriptive statistics and qualitative coding for 
analysis (Miles et al., 2018), participants narrated experiences as adult learners throughout the 
PD, as well as educators seeking to apply new strategies to meet the unique needs of their 
students during a pandemic.  
This chapter presents findings for the research questions, discussions about the 
implications for practice, limitations, and considerations for future research. Overall 
recommendations for the campus and other campuses that may have similar needs are outlined. 
Finally, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the research process and future considerations 
for conducting research under such circumstances are addressed. Table 11 shows the research 






Research Question Evaluation 
1. To what extent was the intervention implemented with fidelity? Process 
2. How did teachers experience differentiating instruction for students with 
IEPs? 
Process  
3. Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for 
supporting their use of strategies for differentiating instruction?  
Process  
4. To what extent did teachers implement strategies for differentiating 
instruction for students with IEPs learned in the PD intervention? 
Outcome 
5. To what extent did teachers’ efficacy for providing differentiated 
instruction change, post-intervention? 
Outcome  
 
As shared in Chapter 3, teacher PD is used to change the practices, attitudes, and beliefs 
of in-service teachers (Guskey, 2002; Learning Forward, 2011; Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 
2014), and professional learning programs have a positive impact on increasing teacher efficacy 
(Dixon et al., 2014; Kosko & Wilkins, 2009; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009; Valiandes & 
Neophytou, 2018). With the change agents’ open minded approach to learning, shared 
commitment to reaching and teaching all students, and varied teaching experiences pre-
intervention, the PLC established through this study provided an opportunity to engage in 
“timely, high-quality learning that meets his or her particular learning needs” (Learning Forward, 
2011, p. 15). The implemented PD sessions and fall follow-up activities are discussed next.  
Change Agent Professional Development Intervention Implementation 
Agent 002 stated, “I would like to learn more strategies for providing differentiated 
instruction.” After receipt of participants’ informed consent forms, a link to the pre-intervention 
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questionnaire and efficacy survey was sent via email. Participants could click the link and access 
the Google Form. All four participants completed and submitted the form as directed.  
Over the duration of three weeks in the months of June and July and researcher follow-up 
beginning in August during the first six weeks of the new 2020-2021 school year, four teachers 
from Luke Elementary participated in targeted PD for differentiating instruction for students with 
IEPs. In alignment with Bandura’s (1977, 1986) social cognitive theory, the PD intervention 
allowed for change agents to connect through vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and 
emotional arousal/biofeedback as they shared their existing instructional strategies, lesson 
planning ideas, perceived barriers, and challenges related to teaching and teaching under the 
global COVID-19 pandemic circumstances.  
Session 0: The Introduction. Change Agent 003 stated, “I feel like I am doing it, but I 
don’t know if I am doing it correctly.” The summer PD sessions began with a one-hour 
information session on June 16, 2020. Three of the four agents attended via the virtual Zoom 
platform. The researcher reviewed informed consents and PD deliverables. Time was provided 
for questions and answers about the dissertation. The fourth agent was out of town, but follow-up 
contact was made immediately after the introductory session to make sure that all information 
was received and an opportunity for questions was provided. The tone of the introductory session 
was collegial, and the agents seemed invested in the learning opportunity, as reflected in the 
open discussion that occurred after reviewing components of the intervention.  
The change agents capitalized on the opportunity to share their desired learning goals 
with the group. Change Agent 003 shared reasons for wanting to be part of the PD, including 
wondering whether the change agent’s current practice included appropriate differentiation and 
whether sufficient emphasis was placed on planning. This agent felt uncertainty if differentiation 
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were being done correctly with desired planning, versus differentiating “on the fly” so that 
changes could be made to assignments and differentiation could happen. The need for shared 
teacher planning and for teams to work together to share ideas was also emphasized: “The big 
thing is to plan ahead.” Proper documentation and how to make changes based on student 
behaviors were also voiced as needs.  
Change Agent 002 shared the 2019 to 2020 school year was better and believed that the 
PD intervention would give time to collaborate, specifically stating that time was needed to talk 
and collaborate with the special education teachers. Citing a disconnection between co-teacher 
and planning, the agent suggested, “It is imperative for co-teaching that teachers have time to 
plan together.” Change Agent 002 discussed the importance of monitoring and adjusting 
instruction during lessons: “When students didn't get it, you have to make sure that you know 
how you are going to regroup and reteach.” The agent’s goal was to get to a point where 
instruction could be adjusted when students did not understand.  
Agent 001 reiterated their initial response to the pre-intervention question, which 
suggested a high sense of self-efficacy with differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. 
The agent’s teaching experience had been within special education classroom settings, as well as 
inclusion classrooms providing SDI. Although the agent shared confidence with the ability to 
differentiate, concerns about limited resources for instruction were shared. Additionally, a 
perceived lack of support and understanding provided by campus administrators were noted as 
barriers.  
Finally, the group worked together to set times and dates for the six targeted sessions; 
dates were set, and a brief discussion was held about COVID-19 and learning during this last 
grading period. Teachers shared they were challenged by the swift transition to serving as online 
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instructors, working from home, and confirmed and suspected cases of COVID-19. The link to 
the ACSD video and a calendar with the agreed on PD session dates and times everyone was 
available was emailed to participants after closing the introductory session.  
Teachers expressed excitement about participating in the PD. Comments shared were like 
responses in the pre-intervention survey. They described their desired PD learning outcomes, and 
many shared the same learning goals. The change agent theme seemed to connect the teachers 
and set the tone for the learning community. The researchers measured fidelity of the session’s 
implementation researcher using the session plan as a checklist and marking line items as 
completed or incomplete with a checkmark. Five out of five session line items were implemented 
as planned.  
Session 1: Differentiation and introduction to case study students. The first PD 
session began with a discussion about the ASCD (2001) webinar video. Agents reflected on 
Tomlinson’s (2015) presentation about fixed and growth mindsets. All agents were present for 
the full duration of the session.  
One agent shared that was an area where improvement was desired. Three of the change 
agents stated that some strategies mentioned in the video were practices that they had not thought 
about doing before: “My prior understanding of differentiation and what it meant to differentiate 
instruction was quite different because of the professional development and training sessions I 
had before” (Change Agent 003). This agent’s practices for differentiating instruction were based 
on a frame of reference established by early career PD. Through reflection, the new information 
about differentiation could be incorporated into an existing well-developed frame of reference 
and shifted the agent’s viewpoint about implementing differentiated instruction. 
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Next, the researcher facilitated a learning activity where change agents explored learning 
needs and options to differentiate instruction using the case study student scenarios and a list of 
strategies for classroom management with differentiation in mind. The activity utilized student 
profiles and asked teachers to match supports for mathematics and reading activities. There were 
predetermined correct ways to match supports, and the activity was intended to allow teachers to 
share and explain why specific supports were selected for each student. The researcher noted the 
agents brought varied perspectives and approaches to each of the case study students presented in 
the activity (identified as Olivia, Larry, and Owen). Their approaches to what they would do for 
each student were thoughtful and often connected to unnamed students encountered in actual 
teaching practices.  
All the change agents stated the case study student activity was helpful, and the list of 
strategies incorporated into the activity was well received. Change Agent 004 believed the list 
was “very good, helpful, and could help me as a new teacher.” This agent was drawn to the list 
of differentiation strategies for the social and emotional climate of the classroom and relationship 
building, as opposed to some of the academic strategies. This connection was related to 
experience in the classroom: “It resonated most for the need to build strong positive relationships 
and getting to know the students.”  
The session ended with a discussion about classroom management with differentiation in 
mind. The researcher discussed the influence of teachers’ beliefs on the classroom environment. 
The strength of an orderly, flexible classroom that allowed for a wider range of strategies and 
looser structures for smooth operation was a central focus. The change agents shared that in their 
current practices, they tended to employ components of more frontal controlled, teacher-directed 
classroom management. After the discussion, they recognized potential benefits to what Sousa 
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and Tomlinson (2018) referred to as a more brain-friendly structure, such as a low threat-high 
challenge environment that would foster emotional safety for students.  
Teachers seemed engaged and excited about participating in this PD session 
(Researcher’s Field Notes, p. 12). Their engagement was evidenced by open and organic 
discussion about the content shared. Using the case study students in the absence of having 
access to students in-person allowed the change agents to reflect on ways they had previously 
differentiated instruction for students in their classes and new ways for students in the upcoming 
school year. The researcher measured fidelity of the session’s implementation using the session 
plan as a checklist and marking line items as completed or incomplete with a checkmark. Three 
out of three session line items were implemented as planned.  
Session 2: Foundational elements of differentiation. The session began with a recap of 
the previous session and an opportunity for the change agents to ask any questions and share 
reflections. Change Agents 001, 002, and 004 were present, and Agent 003 could not secure a 
strong internet signal to attend. During the second session, the researcher presented the 
foundational elements for differentiating instruction and the various ways effective 
differentiation could be approached. The presentation focused on Sousa and Tomlinson’s (2018) 
student centered model of differentiating instruction by content, process, and product grounded 
by three areas of variance related to student needs: readiness, interest, and learning profile.  
The researcher shared the definition of each of the elements and gave examples of ways 
lessons were differentiated before the COVID-19 school closure. For example, the researcher 
shared how a fourth-grade math lesson had been differentiated to meet the present level of 
academic and functional performance of a student with a modified curriculum. The activity that 
the class was working on was adapted by content, changing the original double-digit 
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multiplication problems requiring use of the partial product strategy to single-digit 
multiplication, with the added accommodations as support and scaffolded support up to two-digit 
by one digit problems. Similar examples were provided for differentiating by process and 
product.  
The researcher also presented information about the role the brain plays in learning and 
differentiation. Brown, Roediger, and McDaniel (2014) stated, “Learning is stronger when it 
matters, when the abstract is made concrete and personal” (p. 11). Examples were given about 
the function of the frontal lobe in determining patterns, emotional component connected to the 
limbic system, and influence of attention on the learning process. These examples led to an open 
discussion about the impact of technology on student learning. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) 
defined technology as rewiring the brain. All teachers noted a palpable difference in student 
attention with the incorporation of more technology, and as Agent 002 shared, “Students are 
always parked on devices.” This agent shared how there had been a noticeable difference over 
the last few years in students’ abilities to pay attention or interact socially with one another 
during class, while staying focused on technology, such as video games or iPads.  
Next, the researcher facilitated the What is Differentiation activity developed by ASCD 
(2001) and presented Classroom Management Intel #2. In the ASCD activity, change agents 
were asked to share how they defined differentiation. Agent 004 shared, “Differentiation is 
effective teaching that uses different strategies and structures for all learners to master content.” 
Each of the agents offered similar definitions, and Agent 001 defined differentiation as central to 




This comment served as a segue into the classroom management discussion, emphasizing 
the need to find balance between order and flexibility (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2018). The 
researcher shared three critical tenets: (a) every student in the classroom is important, (b) 
maximize student potential with a balance between high challenge and high support for all, and 
(c) access to high quality curriculum. Connecting to critical pedagogy literature and the 
marginalization of student groups (Wink, 2011), the researcher challenged the change agents to 
remember that students with IEPs were general education students first, who received special 
education services.  
The session ended with a Lead4Ward (2019) strategy, Ball Toss Boogie, to recap 
learning. Given the online PD environment, this activity was adapted from the original plan to 
use a red plastic ball to use an online digital spinner that stopped on an agent’s number. Agents 
eagerly shared their takeaways from the session when it was their turns. The session went well, 
and all participants were engaged in the discussion and the activities. A sense of community 
seemed established as change agents displayed comfort, sharing personal and professional 
experiences, taking turns, and asking questions of one another. Change Agent 003 shared, “The 
session was extremely informative and helped to create an outline of organization for 
differentiation.”  
The session had a few challenges during implementation. The chat box did not remain 
open while the researcher shared the screen, so posting links in the chat box would not work 
while sharing the screen. Links would be added to the chat thread before opening future sessions 
to facilitate accessibility to the live Google Slides components of the PD sessions. Additionally, 
agents using an iPad had more challenges with commenting in the chat box and connecting to PD 
links. Finally, toward the end of the session while facilitating the Ball Toss Boogie, the 
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researcher’s Internet connection dropped. The connection was reestablished after rebooting from 
the power surge.  
Agent 004 had to leave the PD session at the scheduled end time to attend another 
training. Therefore, although the agent had the opportunity to share and hear a response from one 
agent, the response from the last agent who took a turn was missed. The researcher and 
remaining agents could continue and complete the last activity. The researcher provided 
reminders about the upcoming session before ending the session and emailed all agents a link to 
the PD reflection form for Sessions 1 and 2. Losing Agent 004 in the final activity did not 
impede implementation of the activity, and the recap at the beginning of the next session 
provided an opportunity for the agent to hear some other agents’ final takeaways. Five out of five 
session activities were implemented with an extended time adjustment due to the technical 
difficulties during the last activity.  
Session 3: Differentiating instruction by student readiness. Session 3 began with a 
recap of the content from the previous PD session. All agents, except Agent 001, who had no 
Internet access, were present. The change agents in attendance requested the PowerPoint 
presentation to be shared from the previous sessions. The researcher emailed electronic copies 
and reminded participants about completing the first PD reflection, if they had not done so 
already.  
During the third session, the researcher shared an approach to differentiating instruction 
focused on student readiness. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) stated, “Readiness refers to an 
individual’s proximity to or proficiency with a specific set of essential knowledge, 
understanding, and skills for a particular segment of study” (p. 91). Factors influencing readiness 
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were shared, including school experience, relationships, emotional states, and the zone of 
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).  
The researcher shared the differences between readiness and ability, emphasizing 
connections between students’ identified areas of eligibility for special education services. The 
researcher then facilitated a discussion about a critical component of an IEP, a student’s present 
levels of academic and functional performance, which the school-based multidisciplinary 
committee used to develop goals and supports to target specific areas of need. The IEP was 
positioned as a tool for change agents to use when planning differentiated instruction to 
understand students’ readiness related to the knowledge and skill expectations in the curriculum. 
The researcher stressed this tool could assist in maintaining the high-expectations and high-
support discussed in the second session, while considering support from neuroscience, such as 
understanding the brain’s fight or flight responses, the influence of cognitive load, and the 
affective filter on learning. 
Next, the researcher facilitated a discussion about various strategies to differentiate 
instruction by content, process, and product with student readiness in mind. Examples from the 
Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) text were given for agents to change the materials, change the way 
students access the lesson content, and incorporate sense-making activities. The group engaged 
in a shared reading of the authors’ “In the Classroom” scenario, with differentiation applied 
before this session’s strategies to differentiate instruction for the case study students, Victoria, 
Larry, and Owen. Change agents were asked to reflect on one of the mathematics or reading 
lessons they taught during the final grading period of the school year to share how they would 
differentiate that lesson if they had one or more of the case study students in their classes.  
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Change Agent 002 shared strategies for each student (see Figure 7). This artifact shows 
how the agent reviewed the case study student profiles and identified areas of need that could be 
addressed using various strategies. For example, Owen, a case study student, was noted to have 
difficulty organizing his work on a page and writing all over his paper. Agent 002 suggested the 
use of a graphic organizer. Likewise, Larry was noted as too embarrassed to ask for help in class, 
and the suggested strategy was to implement frequent check-ins with the student. 
 
Figure 7. Strategies for case study student artifact. 
Next, the researcher shared Classroom Management Intel #3. The researcher reiterated 
how students’ readiness differed and affected learning. The researcher asked agents to remember 
the importance of understanding and responding to students’ differences. The researcher asserted 
that the effective differentiated classroom was a shared responsibility between teachers and 
students. The researcher challenged change agents to extinguish the stigmatization of students 
with IEPs through full inclusion in the classroom community. 
 
131 
The final ASCD (2001) activity was completed verbally instead of written due to the 
technical difficulties that teachers had accessing the link via the text box or email. Change agents 
were encouraged to complete the High Five Summary with what they shared orally. The 
researcher also emailed an electronic copy to the agents to keep for their education. The session 
ended approximately 10 minutes over the scheduled time due to group discussion. 
The researcher noticed that the change agents were slightly quiet and seemed tired; 
moreover, the researcher facilitated most of the talking during this session (Researcher’s Field 
Notes, p. 17). Teachers seemed more responsive during previous sessions compared with giving 
them time on their own to add comments to the Google Document as part of this session. They 
engaged in the activities out loud and spoke with one another.  
The researcher contacted Agent 002 and Agent 003 by request to make up the sessions 
they had missed. Both sessions were missed due to Internet connectivity issues experienced by 
the change agents. The researcher noted how the two agents did not want to miss PD content and 
reached out proactively to see if it would be possible to schedule a make-up time to participate. 
For fidelity of implementation, this action allowed the participants to engage with the content 
from the sessions. 
Session 4: Differentiating instruction by student interest. The fourth session focused 
on strategies for differentiating instruction by student interest. The researcher recapped the 
discussion and checked with agents to ensure comments from the previous session were 
accurately interpreted in the researcher’s field notes. The authors reminded educators that “a 
feeling or emotion that causes an individual to focus on or attend to something because it matters 
to that individual” (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2018, p. 122). Agents 002, 003, and 004 attended. 
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Agent 001 contacted the researcher to provide notice of Internet connectivity issues and asked to 
schedule a makeup time for the missed session.  
The session began with a definition of student interest based on Sousa and Tomlinson 
(2018). Then, the researcher facilitated a discussion about the importance of student interest. The 
researcher provided examples, such as incorporating students’ favorite topics into guided reading 
lessons, adding visuals of movie or television show characters to writing assignments, and 
including teacher or student names in mathematical word problems. Classroom elements 
included rich narratives, sharing teacher interests, and allowing students to see themselves in the 
content.  
The group laughed when the researcher shared a story of using daily Starbucks visits for 
teaching mathematics word problem solving. Agent 003 shared how this strategy for 
differentiating by student interests could be incorporated using students’ time at the teacher table. 
Agent 003 also talked about incorporating students’ interests into learning stations, which were 
rotations of small groups for instruction at the teacher table while a few independent or small 
groups work on preplanned instructional activities. This topic led to a discussion among all the 
participants about using stations and small-group time at the teacher table to get to know students 
and differentiate by their interests.  
Agent 002 also talked about the number of students who required small group instruction 
and how there had been an increase in requirements to use the model of instruction: “The 
classrooms have shifted away from whole group instruction and there is increased time at the 
teacher table working with a small group, which means more time that students are working 
independently and in stations.” The agents agreed that independent workstations might provide 
an opportunity to connect with student interests. 
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Next, the researcher shared examples for differentiating instruction by content, process, 
and product. These examples included spotlighting high-interest examples for key idea 
illustrations (i.e., concept maps) for complex ideas; using examples that mirror language, 
cultures, experiences, models of expert work, and authentic products with creative license; and 
scaffolding independent studies (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2018). After the examples were shared, the 
change agents were asked to think about the case study students, Victoria, Larry, and Owen, or 
about a student in their classes. The researcher gave them time to read the student profiles again 
and brainstorm ideas. After three minutes of wait time, the researcher asked them to share the 
ideas they generated for ways to differentiate by student interest. Agents shared ideas for 
working with actual students from their classes. No student names were shared to maintain 
confidentiality.  
The session ended with a Think-Pair-Share activity (ASCD, 2001). The researcher asked 
the change agents to reflect on the content of this session and content from previous sessions, 
focusing on the central question: “Can it be done?” The activity probed for reasons that meeting 
the needs of academically diverse learners in today’s classrooms could or could not be done. 
Many of the comments about differentiating by student interest also mentioned talking to the 
teachers and learning from each other. Time and collaboration emerged often in the discussion 
from all three of the participants. The agents expressed a desire for more time to collaborate with 
their grade-level teams, as well as for vertical collaboration, like the composition of this PLC 
group for the intervention. Time, particularly the lack thereof, was stated again as a perceived 
barrier to being able to implement some of the strategies they would like to use and having the 
time to really get to know and engage with students one-on-one to meet their needs more 
effectively. Using increased small group instruction and independent stations came up frequently 
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throughout the conversation. However, teachers considered using the instructional model as an 
avenue for differentiating by student interest.  
At the end of the session, the researcher asked if anyone had any questions. The change 
agents did not ask any questions but shared comments about the session. Agent 004 shared, “The 
session was very helpful and very enjoyable.” Themes in this session included each of the 
comments made by participants that they really enjoyed the opportunity to talk and collaborate 
with one another. Agent 003 specifically stated, “These opportunities have been so helpful in 
helping me think about what I have been doing in my practice, but also just different strategies 
that other teachers have(?) used that I may not have thought about.” She believed these strategies 
would help her when the new school year started. The link to the second PD reflection was 
emailed to the change agents after the conclusion of the fourth session. Session 4 was 
implemented as planned with four out of four activities completed. 
Session 5: Differentiating instruction by student learning profile. Session 5 began 
with a recap of the content covered in Session 4. The researcher reviewed what agents shared 
about differentiating by student interest and checked with agents about comments and quotes 
captured in the researcher’s field notes. Agent 001 and 003 were present. Agent 002 and Agent 
004 could not attend.  
This session focused on differentiating instruction by student learning profile. According 
to Sousa and Tomlinson (2018), a learning profile includes how individuals learn, process, think, 
remember, and use what they learn. The researcher facilitated a discussion about the authors’ 
assertions about intelligences, cultures, and gender related to differentiating by students’ learning 
profile. The group discussed the growing diversity of contemporary classrooms, including the 
increasing number of students with IEPs receiving instruction in the general education 
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classroom, instead of a separate special education classroom. The researcher revisited using a 
student’s IEP, the present levels of academic and functional performance information, and how 
the IEP goals provided a baseline to identify where students were in vertical alignment with 
knowledge and skill standards. The use of a student’s IEP was connected to the six guidelines for 
differentiating by learning profile; know students, offer choices, speak their language, pre-assess, 
appreciate learning perspectives, and remember readiness (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2018).  
The agents in attendance were most vocal about the information presented for the 
strategy regarding western and nonwestern cultural perspectives and the use of praise rather than 
criticism as a motivator. Agent 001 shared, “It is not the real world and preparation is not always 
going to allow students to get praised.” Although the cultural perspectives present praise as 
something a teacher from a western, middle-class background might use with students, the agent 
pointed out students might not experience the same outside the school setting. 
Next, the researcher shared strategies for differentiating by content, process, and product 
with the learning profile in mind. For example, content can be differentiated using podcasts or 
recordings for review. The process can be differentiated by allowing students to have choices for 
working conditions. Allowing students to respond in modes other than print was an example 
given for differentiating by product.  
A large portion of the discussion was about classroom management and using the text as 
a resource. Agent 001 shared increased confidence with video or recording. The agent gave an 
example of being able to give better explanations and demonstrating knowledge: “Incorporating 
technology allows students to have access, too. The iPad can also help adapt content, process, 
and product,” and “It is really about finding what works.” Agent 003 said the session was eye-
opening, and they “felt a lot more confident after working through COVID-19.” This discussion 
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about technology was a bridge to the classroom management discussion, where change agents 
were presented with eight principles for leading students. The principles showed the influence of 
teacher beliefs and classroom elements, such as environment, and how a shared vision helped 
with classroom management.  
The session concluded with the researcher leading an ASCD (2001) activity that allowed 
for reflection and self-assessment on their comfort with various classroom management skills. 
For example, agents had to determine if they (a) “seldom or never,” (b) “sometimes but not 
smoothly,” (c) “do often and smoothly,” or (d) “were absolutely comfortable with skills, such as 
handling classroom noise or managing routines.” Agents reported comfort and regular practice 
across each skill. The session ended with evidence of the learning activity “What’s on Your 
Plate?” (Lead4Ward, 2019). The researcher asked the agents to recap their learning by noting 
two to three ideas they understood well and two to three ideas with which they were uncertain.  
 
Figure 8. Screenshot of What’s on Your Plate (change agent response). 
Change agents were asked to share their plates and had similar responses. Both agents 
shared strength-based approaches to differentiating instruction for students with IEPs. For 
example, Agent 003 shared, “All students learn their own way, but can benefit from access to all 
types of learning.” Both participants were actively engaged through discussion and shared their 
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classroom experiences with one another. Although the attendance was smaller for this session, 
the engagement and connectivity between participants was observed as most related to the 
vicarious experiences shared, like engagement during the previous PD sessions. A larger group 
may have allowed for more perspectives to be shared during the activities; however, the recap 
provided in the next session allowed for discussion about what they had missed. Four out of four 
activities for the session were implemented as planned despite smaller attendance.  
Session 6: Mindset and environment for differentiation. The final PD session focused 
on teacher mindset, classroom environment, and social emotional components for differentiation. 
All four change agents were in attendance. The session began with a recap of the Session 5 
content, discussion, and the researcher sharing agents’ key takeaways listed in the field notes. 
The researcher also provided an opportunity for questions from the change agents, including 
those who could not attend the previous session. 
The researcher shared four components for setting the climate for a differentiated 
classroom to begin the Session 6 discussion. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) suggested, “What 
happens in classrooms may actually raise or lower a student’s IQ!” (p. 36). The group discussed 
the importance of a stimulating, flexible classroom. In addition, agents discussed how the 
components, along with a positive and inviting environment, aided in cognitive growth.  
The researcher then defined fixed mindset, growth mindset, and introduced the group to 
the concept of cognitive flexibility. Cognitive flexibility refers to the ability to reconfigure one’s 
mind quickly, as when switching between different tasks (Braem & Egner, 2018). Flexibility is 
considered a core executive function. When changes happen, a person must “abandon the current 
direction and adjust thoughts and behaviors to the new situation (Huizinga, Smidts, & 
Ridderinkhof, 2014, p. 31). Task switching and the ability to adapt from the initial task to an 
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adapted task (Kim, Cilles, Johnson, & Gold, 2012) resonated with agents the most due to their 
experiences with the unprecedented occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic that shut down 
schools, businesses, and most of the daily activities in which agents regularly engaged.  
For example, the group discussed how there was an immediate expectation to provide 
instruction in a virtual modality with which they were unfamiliar nor trained in implementation. 
The shift in the way they were accustomed to providing instruction changed, and they had to 
change with it to provide a continuation of education under surreal circumstances. This sentiment 
was evident when Agent 003 shared that learning more about technology increased comfort 
while integrating it due to COVID-19 was a quickly forced situation and a change from what 
they were previously used to doing. The agent added, the change “helped to foster a growth 
mindset that was previously fixed.” The agents’ reflections indicated a stronger connection to 
viewing themselves and their practices through the lens of fixed and growth mindsets.  
The next activity in the PD session was an intentional opportunity for agents to engage in 
critical reflection. The researcher presented the Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) reflection exercise 
2.3. Agents were asked to reflect and provide responses to a series of six questions. The 
questions focused on comfort with ability grouping, facilitating student agency in academic 
success, emphasizing effort versus intellect, and expanding students’ perspectives about failure 
and success. Based on the discussion, agents were aware of the diverse needs, ability, and 
readiness and shared a common belief that students were more than the label for their identified 
area of eligibility for special education services.  
In response to the question about ability grouping, Agent 001 shared, “Differentiating 
does not stop with students, or students with IEPs. It doesn't stop with schools. This is the main 
thing with differentiation. If all you see is the label IEP you miss out on the big picture.” 
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Building on this idea, Agent 002 also shared, “There have [sic] to be healthy ways of discussing 
how students can or cannot do something and do it in the way that does not limit their growth.” 
This response indicated an awareness about the necessity and intentionality in word choice when 
communicating students’ performances in a way that maintained students’ dignity, while still 
accurately acknowledging strengths and weaknesses. The agents’ responses throughout the 
discussion demonstrated a consistent core value for seeing students for who they were and 
supporting them where they were while in their classrooms.  
The final activity for the sixth session used the Lead4Ward (2019) Wishful Thinking 
evidence of learning strategy. The researcher showed the group a list of “I Can” statements that 
included the following: 
1. “I can differentiate in response to student readiness,”  
2. “I can differentiate in response to student interest,”  
3. “I can differentiate in response to student learning profile,”  
4. “I can use my student’s IEP as a tool for differentiating instruction,” and  
5. “I can manage a differentiated classroom” (academic and behavioral).  
Agents were asked to select the following for each statement:  
1. “I know it,”  
2. “I know parts of it,” or  
3. “I don’t know it yet.” 
For this activity, most agents’ responses fell into the “I know it” and “I know parts of it” 





Wishful Thinking Evidence of Learning Activity Responses 
Statement I know it I know parts of it I don’t know it yet 
I can differentiate in response to 
student readiness 
001 002,003,004 None 
I can differentiate in response to 
student interest 
001 002,003,004 None 
I can differentiate in response to 
student learning profile 
003 001,002,004 None 
I can use my student’s IEP as a tool 
for differentiating instruction 
001,002,003 004 None 
I can manage a differentiated 
classroom (academic and behavioral) 
002,003 001,004 None 
Note. Numerals represent the change agent code names. 
At the conclusion of the activity, Agent 003 shared that they really liked meeting a couple 
days each week and stated, “I felt it was very helpful to have the dialogue in the collaboration 
with other teachers.” The agent also said that this PD was helpful for reflecting on their mindsets 
and practices. Each of the change agents shared their thoughts about the PD sessions. The 
feedback given was positive, and they supported their statements with specific examples from 
the various sessions, specifically citing the opportunities to hear others’ experiences and share 
ideas for the case study students. The agents seemed to enjoy talking to colleagues and gaining 
ideas from one another. The shared sentiment across all agent comments indicated the PD 
intervention provided an opportunity for agents to collaborate and learn together. Agents could 
identify areas for growth in which they desired to do better going into the next school year with 
the information received and strategies learned in the PD sessions. 
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Fall Follow-Up for Change Agents 
Due to unexpected personal reasons, Change Agent 001 could not complete the fall 
follow-up activities except for the first Zoom meeting. The agent requested to still receive 
information about the second Zoom meeting with the hope to be able to attend.  
Details about each of the fall follow-up activities are discussed next. The findings from 
the fall TSES Behavior Scale and the two rapid response surveys are incorporated into the 
relevant research questions. 
Email check-ins. Emails were sent to all change agents on August 10 and August 26. 
The researcher hoped to provide support if and where needed to obtain any participant feedback 
or questions that needed to be addressed on the agenda during the virtual Zoom meetings. Agents 
did not ask any questions or share any needs during either email check-in. One agent thanked the 
researcher for checking in. 
Change agent Zoom check-ins. The virtual change agent check-ins were held on the 
evenings of August 12, 2020 and September 8, 2020 via Zoom. Attempts were made to schedule 
the first Zoom meeting for August 10 or August 11 before the first day of school, and there was 
difficulty securing a date and time that worked for all the change agents.  
Three change agents attended the first check-in. One agent could not attend due to an 
unforeseen grade-level meeting added at the end of the workday, extending into the time frame 
for the Change Agent Zoom. During the first check-in meeting, agents shared their positive 
takeaways and challenges from the first day of the new school year. The intent of the first Zoom 
check-in was to provide an opportunity to support agents with any questions, concerns, or 
support needed related to differentiating instruction and strategies learned during the summer PD 
session. The agents did not have any questions nor express desires for assistance regarding 
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differentiating instruction. Only Agent 001 had been assigned students with IEPs at the 
beginning of the new school year. Agent 002 stated, “I have a great group of kids.” This agent 
shared a positive beginning of the year experience with the new group of students and seemed 
disappointed that there were no students with IEPs on their class roster.  
Agent 004 also shared there were no students with IEPs assigned to the class roster. The 
agent added, “But, I feel more confident starting this year.” Throughout the hour-long Zoom 
meeting, the group discussed their challenges in helping students with technology, the 
overwhelming workload leading up to the first day of school, and preparation for online 
instruction. Technology was mentioned as a significant challenge for Agent 001 who stated, 
“Most of my students did not log in.”  
Change agents were visibly tired. The researcher noted the bright eyes seen in previous 
sessions were not as bright during this Zoom meeting. Technology challenges seem to have 
taken a lot of energy on top of the typical teacher to-do list for the first day of school without a 
pandemic. However, the group seemed to enjoy reconnecting with one another, as evidenced by 
the exchange of laughs and encouragement between them.  
The second zoom meeting occurred on September 8, 2020, and only Change Agent 003 
attended. The intent of this Zoom meeting was for the agents to share experiences with using 
strategies and for the researcher to provide support where needed. The agent in attendance 
reiterated many of the same challenges that agents shared in the first Zoom meeting. For 
example, the agent stated, “It’s a lot. Between the technology and kids not being able to log on, 
most of my time is not even instruction. It’s trying to figure out how to take care of technology 
problems.” Agent 003 wanted to use the strategies learned in the summer to address the needs of 
students with IEPs this school year. The agent also shared,  
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I hope we will have the opportunity to meet together and with our teams, like we did this 
summer. We need the time to meet and to plan together. It was so helpful to meet the way 
we did and share ideas. 
The researcher received emails from two of the change agents who could not attend, and 
both asked if it was possible to schedule another time. During the following two weeks, the 
researcher contacted the agents and made two additional attempts to confirm a new date and time 
for a Zoom meeting but did not receive responses to either attempt. However, both change agents 
did contact the researcher to apologize for missing the meeting and not following up to set a new 
date. They shared various challenges they were experiencing, including (a) extended workdays 
and not leaving campus until after 6:00 p.m., (b) falling asleep as soon as they made it home, (c) 
exhaustion, (d) trying to keep up with work demands, and (e) health concerns. The agents’ 
responses showed that the desire to participate in the change agent check-in competed with the 
beginning of the new school year work demands.  
Findings 
The present study was guided by the five research questions listed earlier. The findings 
for each are articulated in the following subsections.  
Research Question 1 fidelity of implementation. RQ1 asked the following: To what 
extent was the intervention implemented with fidelity? Data informing this analysis included the 
researcher’s field notes and PD session plans. The data were collected weekly during the 
intervention and analyzed using two-cycle coding through the intervention duration and post-
intervention. Criteria for fidelity of implementation (RQ1) included adhering to the intervention 
design and delivery of components with fidelity within the frameworks for online 
implementation. The PD sessions were presented with the planned content and time per session. 
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The researcher had to adapt the initially planned session activities to be hands-on when COVID-
19 restrictions required the transition from a face-to-face intervention to an online format.  
Based on the researcher field notes documenting attendance for each PD session, all four 
participants were present for PD Sessions 1 and 6. Agents 004 and 005 were absent for PD 
Session 5. Agent 001 could not attend PD Sessions 3 and 4 on the dates provided but requested 
and attended makeup sessions for both. Agent 003 could not attend PD Session 2 but requested 
and attended a makeup session.  
Data collected using the PD session plans (see Appendix O) as a checklist indicated 
100% of the session learning activities were completed, with appropriate adaptations for 
implementation within the fidelity framework for online delivery. The additional fall activities 
included two Zoom meetings and two email check-ins. Based on the researcher’s field notes, 
both Zoom meetings were held and had 75% attendance for the first meeting and 25% attendance 
for the second meeting. Both email check-ins were conducted as designed, and both yielded a 
0% response rate from participants. The preintervention questionnaire, and pre- and post-
intervention efficacy surveys were completed with a 100% response rate. The TSES behavior 
scale survey was conducted as designed, with a 75% response rate. Both rapid response surveys 
were attempted with a 0% response rate from participants for the first survey and a 25% response 
rate for the second survey. 
Research Question 2 participant responsiveness. RQ2 asked the following: How did 
teachers experience differentiating instruction for students with IEPs? Due to school closures 
from the COVID-19 pandemic and teachers confined to working from home, the case study 
student profiles by Brodsky were embedded across PD sessions in the absence of direct, in-
person access to work with students for real-time application of learning. Weekly data collection 
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and two-cycle coding of participant PD reflections and interviews informed analysis related to 
teachers’ experiences differentiating instruction for the case study students. Data across PD 
reflections and field notes aligned with a priori codes for teaching strengths, teaching struggles, 
and differentiating instruction. Time, planning, and a desire for resources emerged as codes and 
connected to themes for isolation related to past experiences and applying collaboration and 
shared experiences. 
Change agents found the opportunities to practice selecting differentiation strategies they 
would use with the case study students to be helpful, but three agents expressed they would have 
liked to practice strategies between sessions with their actual students. The opportunity to 
practice implementing strategies with actual students could have enhanced teachers’ learning 
experiences using the Sousa and Tomlinson’s (2018) model for differentiation. Applying 
differentiation by student readiness, interests, and learning profiles, allowing for rich experiences 
and opportunities for reflection and follow-up support, if needed, with real students. Agent 001 
expressed,  
With the case studies of the three students that we talked about, I can relate it to students 
that I've had in the past or that I'll have in the future. And I can see experiences that I've 
had, and I'm like, “Oh, my gosh, I've been there five times.” 
Agent 004 shared an example coded as teaching struggles:  
Definitely just because you know, you get to see it in action and it's because sometimes 
you'll plan something, and it does not turn out that way. And so I think it's always good, 
to you know, have that practice with your students and just being able to talk it out and 
say the words out loud cuz [sic] sometimes you know, you gotta say it this way and then 
I'm gonna look at those guys like that wasn't what I planned. 
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Opportunities to work directly with students for fully planned lessons in the classroom 
environment would have also provided agents the opportunity to apply classroom management 
strategies discussed in the PD sessions. The application of learning could have highlighted 
teaching strengths and or teacher struggles, as well as provided evidence of performance 
accomplishments, another a priori code related to sources of efficacy. This conclusion was 
supported by a statement that emerged during the interview with Agent 001: 
We can talk about what we would do or how we would do it all day and in our minds, it 
would be like “oh, this would be perfect and this, this strategy will work” and then you 
walk in and your students are like “no, we're not gonna listen to you today” or, “we're just 
gonna be bouncing off the walls,” so I think having actual opportunities to put the 
techniques into play would be very beneficial.  
The COVID-19 pandemic and school closure for the duration of the spring semester 
significantly impacted agents’ opportunities to experience differentiating mathematics and 
reading instruction. It further limited data to answer the two RQ2 subquestions. Change agents 
applied strategies for mathematics and reading based on lessons recently taught and the 
hypothetical situation of having one of the case study students receiving instruction in their 
classes. This experience did not reflect the true application of strategies in practice to allow 
agents to describe their experiences, perceived successes, or areas for improvement richly. 
Although Change Agent 004 volunteered to participate in the study, there were no students with 
IEPs assigned to the class at the time of the intervention; therefore, application would have been 
limited within the agent’s classroom unless a student with an IEP was added.  
Research Question 3 professional development design. Agent 004 stated, “I enjoyed 
the dialogue between my colleagues.” RQ3 was a process evaluation question and asked the 
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following: Which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for supporting 
their use of strategies for differentiating instruction? Data collected from PD session reflections 
and interviews informed this analysis with additional evidence from the researcher’s field notes. 
The PD was designed to incorporate research-based content specific resources; opportunities for 
reflection and discussion; and activities that facilitated active learning, collaboration, modeling, 
and follow-up support. Components included an informational session, six targeted PD sessions, 
two fall check-in meetings, and two fall email check-ins. Codes indicated statements about prior 
PD; helpful parts of this PD; and emergent codes for planning, resources, and time connected to 
themes for shared experiences and collaboration. 
First, the agents found the community of learning as the most beneficial. This finding was 
connected to collaboration and shared experiences, significant themes found throughout the data 
analysis. The opportunities to hear peers’ experiences and share ideas about instructional 
practices to meet students’ needs emerged as helpful components for using strategies for 
differentiating instruction, as evidenced by coded reflection responses:  
The most helpful component of the PD sessions is hearing the perspective and ideas from 
the other cohorts. I’m better able to understand some of the struggles GenEd teachers 
face when teaching students with IEPs. At the same time, I’m able to offer my ideas to 
help them close the gaps that students with IEPs have. (Agent 001) 
Agents learned from one another and found reassurance through hearing peers’ 
challenges and agreement on ways to meet students’ educational goals. These experiences 
aligned with Bandura’s (1977, 1986) vicarious experiences and verbal persuasion, two of the a 
priori codes related to efficacy. An example of vicarious experience was captured: “Bouncing 
ideas off of another special education teacher and seeing how our points of view complemented 
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or differed from one another was helpful” (Agent 001). The shared viewpoints provided verbal 
persuasion through reassurance and encouragement for the agent’s desire to support their 
students.  
This reassurance was necessary to mitigating stress and increasing teachers’ resolve to 
persevere through difficult or challenging experiences, allowing agents access to the emotional 
arousal source of efficacy, another a priori code. For example, one agent shared the following: 
I think that hearing other teachers are challenged by some of the same areas that I am was 
reassuring. It was also good to hear that when we looked at scenarios of students with 
IEPs, we agreed on ways to meet their educational goals. (Agent 002) 
Next, in terms of PD content, agents found the Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) model 
helpful for modifying classroom elements, such as content, process, and product and student 
interest, as areas of need. Agent 003 stated,  
Understanding that content is not worksheet related or different worksheets. One group 
could work with graphic organizers. A second group could do research on the computer. 
The third group could work with visuals. They are all learning the same EKS 
(pseudonym), but the content is allowing them the differentiation they need. 
EKS is the abbreviation for the state’s essential knowledge and skill standards. 
Additionally, as highlighted in the earlier discussion about implementing the PD sessions, agents 
were most drawn to differentiating by student interest. This finding was expected, as the agents 
consistently demonstrated a relational, student centered approach to their pedagogies. 
Incorporating student interests aligned with agents’ connections to their students and intentional 
efforts to know their students understood how to best meet their needs. One agent responded, 
“Share your interest with students and connect their interest to the content.” Agent 002 
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(Interview) reflected on past experience and shared, “I was working with them and just 
challenging them to try to get them completely all the way caught up, using their 
accommodations to help them see what they could do and build that confidence.” This agent 
viewed differentiation by student interests to build on the support provided with IEP 
accommodations. The explicit strategies shared for differentiating by content, process, and 
product gave agents multiple entry points for differentiation to meet student needs; in some 
cases, agents’ efficacy for implementing the new strategies might complement their efforts to 
increase students’ efficacy.  
RQ3 subquestions asked the following: Which components of the PD did teachers 
perceive as most effective for supporting their use of strategies for differentiating mathematics 
instruction, and which components of the PD did teachers perceive as most effective for 
supporting their use of strategies for differentiating reading instruction? The Brodsky case study 
profiles were math focused based on the original design. However, some details of the case study 
student learning needs were found cross-curricular and applicable to reading.  
For both content areas, agents found the discussions about ways to differentiate by 
content, process, and product most helpful. Agent 004 was initially more comfortable with 
differentiating for reading due to being able to use leveled questioning, but the conversations 
throughout the PD and information from the session presentations served as verbal persuasion, 
access to vicarious experiences, and confidence increasers to implement differentiation in 
mathematics, and “You know, all of the subjects” (Agent 004, Interview). The subquestion for 
PD components supporting use of strategies in mathematics proved challenging for one agent 
who taught in a departmentalized grade-level and did not provide mathematics instruction in that 
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role. The agent suggested strategies that could improve classroom elements or student 
functioning in lieu of direct applicability to a specific mathematics lesson.  
Research Question 4 use of differentiation strategies. RQ4 was an outcome evaluation 
question and asked the following: To what extent did teachers implement strategies for 
differentiating instruction for students with IEPs learned in the PD intervention? Two 
subquestions showed what extent teachers implemented strategies for differentiating 
mathematics and instruction for students with IEPs, as well as how implementing strategies in 
mathematics and reading compared.  
Due to COVID-19 and the transition to online instruction, opportunities for agents to use 
strategies in a direct or measurable manner were inaccessible, and demands placed on agents to 
learn, update, and maintain assignments and content across various online learning management 
systems were substantial. Students were learning at home during the school closure, often with 
direct support by a parent or someone else in the household. Student assignments were 
accommodated and modified per student IEPs; however, differentiation using all or multiple 
strategies introduced in the training was difficult for agents to plan for with limited time and the 
overwhelming nature of the swift transition. The instruction provided during the school closure 
was crisis instruction to allow students to maintain a continuation of education in the absence of 
the traditional structured delivery of the curriculum. This limitation was important for answering 
RQ4, as the online platform limited teachers’ abilities to teach, monitor, and adjust instruction 
for students’ learning in “real-time.” Teachers and students had to learn how to teach and learn, 




Crisis instruction comprised weekly lesson plans with embedded links to assignments, 
books, and digital accommodations disseminated to parents and students through virtual learning 
management systems. Synchronous live lessons occurred to support asynchronous activities and 
assignments during the period of distance learning. Data collection was not possible, and 
application of strategies to the case study students was insufficient to answer this research 
question. Factors impacting the ability to answer this question included inaccessibility to direct 
instruction, restrictions on assignments or learning activities that would require students to have 
access to print documents, and potential for skewed data if students were over- or under-
supported in product completion.  
Research Question 5 teacher efficacy. RQ5 was an outcome evaluation question and 
asked the following: To what extent did teachers’ efficacy for providing differentiated instruction 
change, post-intervention? Data from the participants’ pre- and post-intervention TSES survey, 
as well as comments, from the interviews were analyzed to answer the question through the 
agents’ self-reported perceptions of self-efficacy for differentiating instruction. Post-intervention 
data for teachers’ sense of self-efficacy indicated increased efficacy and was most evident in 
responses to Statements 2, 3, 4, 6, and 8. In Statements 5 and 7, a slight decrease by one level in 
efficacy occurred for one agent who no longer perceived his or her efficacy at the highest level. 
Agent 004 reported the most increase in efficacy between pre- and post-intervention (see 
Appendix S).  
According to interview data, agents reported feeling better equipped, more 
knowledgeable, and more confident for differentiating instruction despite minimal change 
represented quantitatively in the TSES survey responses. Quantitative analysis dominates the 
literature about measuring changes in efficacy (Bruce et al., 2010; Dixon et al., 2014; Y. L. 
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Goddard & Kim, 2018; Karimi, 2011; Kosko & Wilkins, 2009; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 
2009; Valiandes & Neophytou, 2018; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990), beginning with the foundational 
work of Ashton et al. (1983), Bandura (1977, 1986), and Berman et al. (1977) and using 
quantitative survey instruments, such as the TSES (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). This study 
contributes to the body of research and shows how to explicate change in efficacy using a 
qualitative lens. A rich perspective and a more in-depth articulation of the extent to which 
efficacy manifested at the individual level in experiential ways was gained in the absence of 
substantial quantitative data. The qualitative data indicated agents experienced verbal persuasion, 
vicarious experiences, and emotional arousal sources of efficacy. Time and planning emerged as 
codes connecting, again, to the theme of shared experiences. 
When agents were asked to share perceptions of potential success in implementing some 
techniques emphasized in the PD for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs, the coded 
responses gave detailed insights into the efficacy and rationale of their perceptions. Agent 001 
stated the following:  
Well, in the perfect world, I would say that I'm pretty good at it. But in reality because I 
have in my classroom all different grade levels and all different, you know, content areas, 
it’s very challenging because the student levels obviously in any classroom are varied, 
but in a resource classroom they're even more varied. And every student really requires 
one on one attention when there's only one of me and there's 10 of them, and they're all 
doing different things. So, I am implementing the techniques. I do the best I can. 
Agent 003 stated the following:  
I think I can really say that I can successfully do it better now that I've taken this course. 
And I think this really helped me to really learn how to focus on one thing with the 
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students versus everything and just having the idea that differentiation was different for 
every student, a lot of teachers including me, it can become overwhelming and you really 
don't know what to focus on. You can just say you're differentiating and just trying to 
find different things and going in circles, but I think this really highlighted exactly what 
differentiation looks like, the steps that you need to take to differentiate, and it's 
simplified it, and it made it more meaningful. You could actually share it with other 
teachers on the team and the information just, it broke it down, it gave me, like I said, lots 
of ideas with the interest, the content process and product and just starting with your 
lesson planning and just giving you an idea of this is where I can start. This is what I can 
do to implement it starting right now. And I think this is going to help me a lot. 
Teacher efficacy for classroom management was measured by the TSES Behavior Scale 
presented as open-ended questions, as opposed to a Likert-scale. Throughout the literature, 
quantitative analysis of this subscale of the larger TSES survey provided statistical measurement 
of efficacy or “how” teachers feel. In this study, qualitative analysis not only described how 
efficacious teachers perceived themselves, but it also answered the “why” behind that perception.  
All agents reported feeling prepared to control disruptive behavior, make expectations 
about student behavior clear, and establish routines to keep activities running smoothly in their 
classrooms. They articulated clear strategies for addressing potential behavior, which would not 
have been evident through statistical measurement. The strategies included proactive relationship 
building and clear communication. For example, Agent 002 stated, “I am very prepared to 
control disruptive behavior. I would build a trusting relationship with the student before the 
behavior and use consistent reminders of the classroom behavior expectations during incidents.” 
Agent 004 emphasized the importance of clear communication to feeling prepared. This agent 
 
154 
described an approach to disruptive behavior: “To control disruptive [sic], I would communicate 
directly with that student and give reminders. I would also be firm and clear with my 
communication.” This response aligned with the agent’s connection to the social-emotional 
strategies discussed during the case study student activity in the first PD session. This agent’s 
approach to classroom management was student centered and relational. Additionally, Agent 003 
noted how behavior could influence the classroom environment and consequences for learning: 
Disruptive behavior impacts the learning of the student and the environment for 
everyone. I obtain as much information as I can about the behavior. I make sure to take 
notes to identify any tendencies of behavior, for documentation. Create a plan of action to 
help you begin to address the behavior. Contact the parents and school counselor to 
discuss the student. 
Agents further expressed preparedness for establishing routines for their classrooms, 
ensuring students followed classroom rules and addressing challenges that might arise through 
modeling expectations, reminders about classroom treatment agreements, and daily reminders. 
Agent 002 shared a commitment to addressing behavior concerns in “consistent and fair” ways. 
This statement is critical for considering equitable disciplinary practices. In the event that agents 
have students who have behavioral goals or a behavioral intervention plan in place, the 
awareness to build in reminders about expectations and modeling preferred behavior can assist 
with teaching replacement behaviors or de-escalating behavior in crisis situations. 
Change agents were also asked how prepared they felt to calm a student who was 
disruptive or noisy and to describe what they would do should such a situation arise. Answers 
varied from ensuring the implementation of accommodations and student safety, to making sure 
students with IEPs were not treated differently than their peers in general education. This 
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perspective connected to the sixth session, where the classroom environment and shared 
responsibility for the functioning of the differentiated classroom were discussed. The responses 
indicated a student-centered approach aimed to benefit the whole class. For example, Agent 003 
shared the following:  
To calm a student, I try not to bring attention to them. Try to speak with them when they 
do not have a crowd. Have a discussion about the behavior and have the student give you 
examples, a list of better choices that they can make to help them feel calm. Discuss and 
revisit the importance of the expectations that you have in place for the classroom. 
Additionally, two of the three agents stated they would seek help if their efforts were 
unsuccessful in de-escalating defiant student behavior. For example, Agent 002 shared,  
If a defiant student will not calm down, that is when I suggest that the student goes to 
their cooling down area. I will have worked out a cooling down area for that student. If 
that doesn't work that is when I will seek help. 
Overall, all agents were confident with their abilities to address defiant student behavior 
and keep problem students from ruining an entire lesson. Agents described behavior 
management strategies that they had developed in practice or that followed campus protocol. The 
responses indicated the agents understood and sought to maintain instructional control in their 
classrooms, which could be compromised if external support was instantly brought in to address 
student behavior.  
Conclusions 
The findings of this study showed the complexity of the teacher experience in today’s 
classrooms and the intersection between self-efficacy, environmental factors, and students’ 
needs. Although data indicated an increase in perceived efficacy for differentiating instruction 
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for students with IEPs, the finding that teachers felt isolated in their teaching practices with a 
strong desire for collaboration and connectedness overshadowed efficacy as the central factor 
emerging from the needs assessment. The participants represented a small sample of the K-4 
teaching staff responsible for providing mathematics and reading instruction to students with 
IEPs. The needs assessment conducted on the campus showed teacher efficacy for differentiating 
instruction for students with IEPs was lower compared to efficacy for providing general 
education instruction. The participant sample reported a high sense of self-efficacy for 
differentiating instruction for students with IEPs, and findings did not indicate a significant 
increase in teachers’ sense of self-efficacy after participation in the intervention. However, the 
intervention did meet the desired support that emerged from the needs assessment, which was 
collaboration, mentoring, and modeling of differentiated instruction. Agents most valued the 
shared experiences, exchanges of ideas, and opportunities to connect with other teachers for 
support.  
An unexpected finding from this empirical study was evidence of a gap in the curriculum 
in the transition from second grade to third grade. Drawing from instructional experience at two 
different grade-levels, one teacher described how the curriculum ended too early at one grade 
level, with skills being minimally introduced and not taught to mastery. The missing instruction 
created a gap in some skill areas, specifically in math for the next year. Therefore, students did 
not have the prerequisite skills needed for the content at the beginning of the next grade level. 
Students’ skills for finding information and using resources not in the state skill standards was 




The anticipated proximal outcomes for this study were to increase teacher efficacy for 
teaching students with IEPs, increase use of strategies for differentiating instruction through 
participation in the PD intervention, and observe improved classwork performance. Findings 
showed a need for the incorporation of PLC within the campus context and intentional 
opportunities for teachers to engage with peers to share ideas, collaborate for planning, and 
connect with special education teachers to provide instruction for students with IEPs. Efficacy 
emerged as a construct to address through an intervention, which was implementing PD.  
The PD afforded participants opportunities to access Bandura’s (1977, 1986) sources of 
efficacy through verbal persuasion, emotional arousal/biofeedback, and vicarious experiences 
within the theoretical framework. Mastery experiences could not be addressed during the study 
due to COVID-19 school closures and restrictions. The theories of learning aligned with 
professional learning designs in the reflection, metacognition, application, and feedback 
components (Learning Forward, 2011), but most of all the social interaction were explicated by 
theory and required by practice.  
Guskey’s (2002) levels of evaluation provided a blueprint for how to evaluate the PD 
intervention. The comprehensive model evaluated PD through five domains and assisted in 
determining fewer effective components needing attention following the improvement science 
cycle. The evaluation process in this study reflected on the PoP through the lens of 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) ecological systems theory. The process showed connections between 
how participants’ reactions and satisfaction contributed to attitudes and beliefs at the macro 
level, learning acquired at the meso level, organizational impact at the exosystem level, and the 




Although the study findings might guide educational leaders and local education agencies 
in supporting teachers to enhance providing instruction to students with IEPs, the intervention 
study had several limitations. The study limitations included sample size, halted recruitment, in-
person limitations, and competing demands for time created by a global health pandemic. This 
section reviews each limitation to provide potential resolutions for future research studies. 
The sample size in this study was four elementary school teachers or 20% of the teacher 
population that met criteria for inclusion in the study. Sample size impacted the ability to power 
statistical analysis to determine statistical significance within quantitative measures. However, 
descriptive statistics facilitated a pre-post comparison of participant responses for analysis. The 
study relied on qualitative data to provide rich descriptions of participants’ lived experiences 
within this specific context; therefore, may not be generalizable to other contexts. A larger 
sample could allow for a more robust quantitative analysis of change in efficacy. Recruiting on a 
larger scale from multiple campuses warrants consideration for future iterations.  
The time limitations included both competing demands for participants’ time due to the 
shift to online instruction and the increased workloads with the fall return to school. Teachers 
had full schedules with multiple demands, such as lesson planning, tracking data, monitoring 
student progress, team meetings, data meetings, grading, and parent communication, making 
time a limited resource before COVID-19. Beyond time constraints related to COVID-19, a lack 
of time in the day for PD was a common problem for teachers (Jensen et al., 2016) under non-
pandemic conditions. The literature indicated that teachers in high-performing systems, such as 
Shanghai, taught fewer hours per day, between 10 to 12 hours, compared to teachers in the 
United States (26 hours), and they had more time dedicated to PD (Jensen et al., 2016). The pre-
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intervention questionnaire and researcher’s field notes indicated participants were excited about 
participating in the PD study. The discussion during the first online fall check-in meeting, limited 
attendance for the second meeting, and failure to garner responses to the rapid response surveys 
showed how inundated, overwhelmed, and exhausted participants were with the return to school. 
Prerecorded PD sessions, accessible as self-paced modules in future iterations, may provide 
flexibility for professional learning and reduce demands on participants’ time. 
Implications for Practice 
Agent 002 stated, “I mean it’s a complicated world.” The results of this study may inform 
future professional learning needs or policy development related to instruction for students with 
IEPs. The possible integration of training for SDI into general education teacher learning 
opportunities may facilitate increased knowledge and skills for instructional practices. Providing 
intentional opportunities to increase collaboration between special education and general 
education teachers for lesson planning and instruction may improve lesson planning and 
instruction. Instructional interventions aligned with student needs and strategies for 
differentiation may yield improved student achievement outcomes or progress toward annual 
growth expectations. Several factors to consider for teacher practice are discussed next. 
Time. Teachers need more time, want more time, and do not feel they have enough time 
to do what they feel is needed to meet student needs. Agent 004 shared,  
I would definitely say that the biggest barrier for all of us, it’s just time, having the time 
to plan and then having the time to effectively implement those things. Because, you 
know, we can definitely know how to get creative and say, “Okay, I can stretch this and 
this,” and I can say, “this is where I did that at.” But I think time is the biggest or just 
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having the time to, you know, just implement the way that is intended to be implemented. 
If that makes sense. 
Agent 002 shared,  
I think … I think I learned a lot from listening to you and the other teachers, of course, 
and listening to them, because it sounded like to me, they struggled with the same areas 
and you know, trying to meet the needs of all students is always a challenge because 
there are varying levels, and then trying to figure out in the middle of that [lesson] if one 
student out of 17, but possibly has an IEP or maybe doesn’t have an IEP is the one 
student who doesn’t understand what you’re teaching. What is the problem, and how do I 
readdress … reteach this particular lesson for that one particular student or two students, 
whatever it is, to help them get there from here? That’s always a challenge and it was 
interesting to hear other teachers having the same basic issues. Basic challenges: trying to 
on the fly with all the time constraints, figure out what did they, where to go back to, and 
how to move forward. In the meantime, also you’re trying to follow their 
accommodations and then the list goes on. I mean it’s a complicated world. 
Regular opportunities for professional development. Leaders of PD have a challenge 
to balance the tension of external accountability and the empowering of teachers. Purposeful 
communication, establishing a foundation in research-based professional learning, and shared 
goals for improved learner outcomes must be a first step. External accountability influences what 
teachers can and cannot do, so situating learning to address the specific needs identified for 
meeting the expectations and accountability standards can give leaders leverage in designing and 
proposing ongoing learning opportunities. Helping teachers helps students. 
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The role of coaching and expert support discussed by Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) 
showed professional learning could provide teachers with the opportunity to be mentored by and 
emulate experts using effective practices. Instructional coordinators and facilitators exist at the 
district level and are not campus-based. They facilitate in-district trainings and support to 
campuses/teachers (when requested). The instructional coaches focus on content-area specific 
support for the general education curriculum, not SDI or co-teaching. In special education, there 
are coordinators who provide trainings for co-teaching and SDI while coordinating district level 
services, monitoring caseloads, and managing special education department operation for 
multiple campuses. Instructional coaches for special education may become part of support 
available to all teachers. Limited resources (funding for personnel) likely inhibit this practice.  
Resources. Teachers cited a need for leveled resources aligned with the general 
education curriculum. Agent 001 stated the following:  
The only problem is the materials that I have one minute are seen as, you know, perfect. 
And the other, you know, other half the time they’re like “This is not appropriate. You 
should not be using this,” or “You should not be using that,” and the next day, “Oh, this 
is great,” you know, so it’s very inconsistent with the resources that we have in our 
classrooms, it’s for the resource classrooms to use, and the alignment with state standards 
is always in question. In the ideal world, if we’re, if I have a second grade student who’s 
on a kindergarten level, they would have the same exact book as their peers, but it would 
be on a kindergarten level so if they’re learning about fairy tales, like say that they’re 
doing Cinderella or something and it’s a second grade level book… but my students on 
kindergarten level, it would be a miracle if you actually had a resource that was a 
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Cinderella book on a kindergarten level to accurately assess if our students can grasp the 
concept and comprehend what they’re learning, rather than making lucky guesses. 
Implications for Future Research 
This researcher examined the experiences of four teachers at Luke Elementary as they 
engaged in professional learning for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs, and the 
findings produced implications for future research. First, a larger sample size could provide more 
opportunity for statistical analysis and measurement of efficacy. Additionally, engaging multiple 
campuses in a similar study might uncover contextual differences that could contribute to 
teachers’ efficacy, opportunities to learn, and outcomes for students with IEPs. Future 
researchers should explore the depth and breadth of the curriculum and the vertical alignment of 
skill expectations between grade levels. Alignment needs to be analyzed to identify any existing 
gaps that may contribute to or further exacerbate the achievement disparities for students with 
IEPs. 
Additional research is needed to examine current contextual PLC models and the 
implementation in practice. Finally, the improvement science, Plan, Do, Study, Act cycle, could 
be used to examine the new practices, policies, and protocols for conducting research in 
pandemic or other extreme circumstances for consistency in social science. 
Reflections of Researcher During Corona Virus Disease-2019  
Conducting research and implementing a PD intervention during a global pandemic was a 
challenging and surreal experience that could not have been anticipated. The most significant 
takeaway from this experience was working with the participants as they not only eagerly 
volunteered to participate but also showed resilience to continue to seek out knowledge, skills, 
and strategies to support better the students they served while balancing new demands on top of 
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typical job demands. Teachers had to learn to use new technologies and operate in a way they 
had not been trained before COVID-19. I learned that at the very heart of these teachers, there 
was a steadfast commitment to meeting the needs of their students and to giving 100%, even 
when they did not have 100% to give. Teachers continually showed how committed they were to 
increase their capacity to meet student needs. Their words showed how much teachers felt alone 
with the challenges faced in their classrooms and when planning instruction. Teachers 
illuminated the need for connection with other educators and reported they felt comforted by 
sharing their challenges with others.  
The constraints and demands due to COVID-19 also showed how much teachers were 
asked to do with little time and support to do so. The value of what these educators brought to 
the classroom was immeasurable. Yet, the time that they were compensated was not 
commensurate with the hours of work done daily. The demonstration of resilience in this most 
difficult time of online learning, while worrying about one’s own health, worrying about the 
health and safety of their students, and trying to meet high and often unrealistic expectations, 
was bittersweet. The teachers’ resolve was admirable but was evidence of the continued under-
professionalization of teachers (see Mehta, 2013). Teachers were tasked with serving as essential 
workers to continue schooling but were denied the remuneration afforded to other professions, 
such as hazard pay and overtime.  
When I considered future research, I changed the way I sought to frame future studies. 
There was a new intentionality in being specific that the context of research was not limited to 
the physical building, classroom setting, or specific school district within which it was 
conducted. The frame of future research contextually must include those external factors that 
impact everything that happens within, like Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) EST, situated in a larger, 
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broader level of the unknown as evidenced in this study. COVID-19 became the larger context in 
which the field of education was forced to operate within its bounds and the lens through which 
this research was filtered. Future researchers cannot ignore the larger context of the unknown, 
which may impact every aspect of the research design, recruitment, procedures, data collection, 
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Question Respondent 1 Respondent 2 Respondent 3 Respondent 4 
What challenges or 




Making sure the 
correct plan is in 
place for each student 
(one size does not fit 
all.) It needs to be 
adjusted and review 
at least once a 
semester. 
I would say having 
enough materials 
and resources to 
truly teach them at 
my best while 





leveled for the 
students with an 
IEP. 
Their inability to 
transfer the skill that 
they have learned. 
What do you need 
as a teacher to teach 
students with IEPs? 
Accountability: this 
would look like 
turning in logs each 6 
weeks and review of 
IEP's. Checking in 
with other teachers to 
see if they are seeing 
the same behaviors, 
struggles, or gains. 
 
It would help to 






I think it would be 
amazing to have a 
general education 
teacher and special 
education teacher 






level and the ability 
to differentiate 
instruction to help 
student master grade 
level content. 
Respondents noted 
a want to be 
mentored or to 
emulate teachers 






does the mentoring 
need to include, and 
what does that look 
like for you? 
Shadowing teacher, 
team planning, or 
group discussions 
among teachers 
A time where 
teachers can sit 
down alongside 
others to locate and 
learn how to use 
those interventions. 
I would love the I 
Do, We Do, You 
Do arrangement! 












Question Respondent 1 Respondent 2 Respondent 3 Respondent 4 
When reflecting on 
campus data, why 
do you think there 
is an achievement 
gap for students in 
special education? 
Not meeting their 
needs where they are 
or not using the 
accommodation 
consistently in the 




gap could consist 
of several things. I 
believe if we began 
with training and 
professional 
development, we 
can begin to close 
it. 
I believe there 
should be an 
alternative test for 
some students. 






reflects their beliefs. 
Also, there’s a lack 









you like to share: 
  N/A I feel that more 
districts should hire 
teachers based on 
merit and 
knowledge, and not 
on “politics.” 
There’s too much at 
stake to risk it for 












Educator attitudes How a teacher or person in a leadership position views 
the inclusion of students with IEPs receiving reading 
and mathematics instruction in the general education 
classroom. 
Teacher efficacy A "teacher's judgment of his or her capabilities to bring 
about desired outcomes of student engagement and 
learning, even among those students who may be 
difficult or unmotivated” (Tschannen, Woolfolk, & 
Hoy, 1998). In the context of practice, teacher efficacy 
can be further defined as teachers’ feelings about their 
capabilities to effectively co-teach or provide necessary 
accommodations or modifications related to student 
IEPs. 
Educator preparation and PD The pre-service preparation courses or in-service PD 
offered by education service centers or the school 
district specifically related to teaching students with 
exceptionality. 
Evidence-based instructional practices for students in 
special education 
As defined by Burns & Ysseldyke (2009): Applied 
Behavior Analysis (antecedent, behavior, consequence 
behavioral principles), Direct Instruction- teacher-
directed with structured learning materials, Mnemonic 
Strategies- keywords to improve memory of 
information, Modality Training- visual, auditory, 
kinesthetic (in the context perceptual modes focus on 
say and do), and Social Skills training-programs to 
remediate social skills deficits using observation, 
practice and reinforcement. Formative evaluation, 
perceptual motor training and psycholinguistic training 





Appendix E: Self-Efficacy Responses 
Table E1 
 
Teacher Self-Efficacy Responses 
Statement Agree Disagree Mean Standard 
Deviation 
When a student does better than usually, many 
times, it is because I exert a little extra effort.* 
10 6 8 2.82 
The hours in my class have little influence on 
students compared to the influence of their home 
environment. 
2 14 8 8.48 
The amount a student can learn is primarily 
related to family background. 
1 15 8 9.89 
If students aren't disciplined at home, they aren't 
likely to accept any discipline. 
4 12 8 5.65 
I have enough training to deal with almost any 
learning problem.* 
5 11 8 4.24 
When a student is having difficulty with an 
assignment, I am usually able to adjust it his/her 
level.* 
14 2 8 8.43 
When a student gets a better grade than he/she 
usually gets, it is usually because I found better 
ways of teaching that student.* 
13 3 8 7.07 
When I really try, I can get through to most 
difficult students.* 
14 2 8 8.48 
A teacher is very limited in what he/she can 
achieve because a student's home environment is 
a large influence on his/her achievement. 
4 12 8 5.65 
Teachers are not a very powerful influence on 
student achievement when all factors are 
considered. 
0 16 8 11.31 
When the grades of my students improve, it is 
usually because I found more effective 
approaches.* 
14 2 8 8.48 
If a student masters a new concept quickly, this 
might be because I knew the necessary steps in 
teaching that concept.* 
15 1 8 9.89 
If parents would do more for their children, I 
could do more. 
6 10 8 2.82 
 
190 
Statement Agree Disagree Mean Standard 
Deviation 
If a student did not remember information I gave 
in a previous lesson, I would know how to 
increase his/her retention in the next lesson.* 
14 2 8 8.48 
The influences of a student’s home experiences 
can be overcome by good teaching.* 
13 3 8 7.07 
If a student in my class becomes disruptive and 
noisy, I feel assured that I know some 
techniques to redirect him/her quickly.* 
15 1 8 9.89 
Even a teacher with good teaching abilities may 
not reach many students. 
5 11 8 4.24 
If one of my students couldn't do a class 
assignment, I would be able to accurately assess 
whether the assignment was at the correct level 
of difficulty.* 
15 1 8 9.89 
If I really try hard, I can get through to even the 
most difficult or unmotivated students.* 
16 0 8 11.31 
When it comes right down to it, a teacher really 
can't do much because most of a student's 
motivation and performance depends on his or 
her home environment. 
1 15 8 9.89 
Some students need to be placed in slower 
groups, so they are not subjected to unrealistic 
expectations. 
6 10 8 2.82 
My teacher training program and/or experience 
has given me the necessary skills to be effective 
teacher * 





Appendix F: Field Notes 
Table F1 
 
Observation Field Notes 
Observed Instructional practices Instructional models Lesson 
3rd Grade ELA/Reading 
Comprehension Games 
Not observed Collaborative small 
groups 
The lesson was a collaborative 
game related to comprehension. 
The students spent most of the 
time arguing with one another. 
The students seemed to have 
difficulty with this less structured 
learning activity, being out of 
their seats, and working without 
direct full-time teacher 
supervision. The teacher spent 
most of the instructional time 
getting students into groups, 
explaining game instructions. The 
teacher repeatedly had to address 
student behavior. 
4th Grade Science Life 
Cycles 
Not observed Collaborative small 
group station rotations 
Clear introduction to lesson, 
connected lesson to earlier grade 
level learning, pre-assessment 
activity, explained directions for 
activity, Kagan turn and talk 
strategies used, planned 
transitions between stations, 
consistent interaction within 
student groups and between 
teacher and students, 4 
occurrences of redirecting 
students and one instance of 
addressing class volume. Most of 
the instructional time was spent 
on instruction and learning 
activities versus student waiting 
or behavior issues. Teacher added 
enrichment activity "tasting 
radishes" 
Resource  





Guided Writing  
Spelling, Math, with multiple 
lessons being taught to various 
grade-levels simultaneously. 
Redirection and addressing 
student behavior were observed 
but did not interfere significantly 
with instruction.  
Note. Field notes were coded by color and this table includes a summary of findings. A different 
color was used to highlight evidence of (a) described instructional practices, (b) instructional 
models, (c) lesson notes, and (d) non-student related challenges. Instructional practices for this 
study are those listed by Burns and Ysseldyke (2009).   
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Appendix G: Learning Forward Standards 
Table G1 
 
Learning Forward Standards 
Standard Defined 
Learning Communities  Professional learning occurs in a community with 
shared responsibility, a focus on improvement, and 
aligned goals 
Resources  Professional learning includes prioritizing, monitoring, 
and coordinating resources for learning 
Data Student and educator data are used to plan, assess, and 
evaluate professional learning  
Learning Designs Professional learning is grounded in theory, research, 
and models of learning 
Implementation  Professional learning applies research and sustained 
support 
Outcomes  Professional learning is aligned with standards for the 
curriculum and educator performance  
Leadership  Leaders develop capacity, engage in advocacy, and 
create support systems  





Appendix H: Theory of Treatment 
 





Appendix I: Logic Model 
Situation: There is a persistent disparity in academic achievement for students in special education. Teachers identify a low 
sense of self-efficacy for teaching students identified with exceptionalities and individualized education plans (IEPs), specifically 
related to differentiating instruction for these learners. 
Inputs 
 Outputs  Outcomes -- Impact 
 Activities Participation  Short Medium Long 
District level permission 









Education and Special 
Education Teachers 
responsible for teaching 
students with IEPs 
 
Reserved teacher 








 Intervention: Teacher PD sessions to 
increase teacher efficacy and strategies 
for differentiating instruction for 
students with IEPs.  
 
Weekly PD sessions for 60 minutes, 
once a week, over a six-week period 
(Verbal persuasion, Vicarious 
Experiences) 
 
Content Targets: Strategies for 
differentiating instruction for 
mathematics and reading for students 
with IEPs by content, process, product, 
using the IEP as a tool (ex. 
accommodations/modifications), and 
connecting instructional planning with 
IEPs (Verbal persuasion, Vicarious 
Experiences) 
 
PD reflections and work sample 
reflections that include a reflection 
prompt after select PD sessions after 
instruction using strategies 
(Performance Accomplishments) 
 












































































Instructional time to 
implement differentiated 
instructional planning 
Teacher Interviews at the end of the 
intervention to evaluate teacher 





















• Hopkins and District IRB approval 
• Principal permission  
• Teachers are active and willing participants 
• Student data for disparity in achievement continues to 
demonstrate trend of stagnant progress 
• Limited to no passing scores on the state assessment 
• Changes in campus leadership 
• Changes in campus General Education or Special 
Education teachers 
• Limited number of teacher participants 
• Some teachers may not be assigned students with 
IEPs 











Appendix K: Matrix 
Table K1 
 
Process and Outcome Evaluation Data Collection Matrix  
Research question Constructs Measures or 
instrumentation 
Data collection Data analysis 













2. How did teachers 
experience differentiating 















3. Which components of the 
PD did teachers perceive as 
most effective for supporting 
their use of strategies for 





















4. To what extent did 
teachers apply strategies for 
differentiating instruction for 






Twice (S3, S5) Two-Cycle 
Coding 
(Saldana) 
5. To what extent did 











































































Appendix N: Interview Protocol 
Script 
Thank you for allowing me to interview you today. The purpose of this interview is to learn more 
about your experience implementing differentiated instruction for students with IEPs and how 
you perceive your knowledge and skills for doing so. To make sure your responses are captured 
accurately, I will record the entire interview for transcription. Do you have any questions before 
we begin? 
Questions 
• Tell me about your experience implementing the techniques emphasized in the PD 
sessions.  
a. How successful do you think you were in implementing the techniques 
emphasized in the PD for differentiating instruction for students with IEPs? 
b. What barriers, if any, did you encounter as you tried to implement the 
differentiation techniques? 
• Tell me how you feel about planning and implementing differentiated instruction 
after participation in the PD sessions compared to how you felt before the PD. 
a. How well are you now equipped to differentiate mathematics instruction for 
your students with IEPs? 
b. How well are you now equipped to differentiate reading instruction for your 






Appendix O: PD Session Plans 
INTRODUCTORY SESSION 0* 
Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 
 
Materials Misc. 
I will need:  
• Zoom Link 
 
• Open Q & A about PD 
 
• Researcher will provide printed 
photos for “agents” at next session 
 
Agenda 
Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity  
3:45 5 Welcome participants  
 10 
 
Agent Photos and Name Badges - “Choose your code name 
for this PD mission” 
 5 
 
Distribute “Confidential Mission” Packets. These are teacher 




The researcher will provide an overview of the PD 




Details will be provided about the participant deliverables 
including work samples, reflections.  
 
 15 The researcher will discuss the PD timeline and work with 






Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 
 Teachers will explore learning needs and potential options to differentiate 
instruction for sample student scenarios. 
 
Materials Misc. 
I will need:  
• Zoom Link 
• Reflection will be due following 
Session 2 
Agenda 
Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity  Details 
3:45 10-15 Discuss ASCD webinar video and 
make connections to current practice. 
N/A 
 35 Participants will engage in a 
collaborative activity to decide 
instructional strategies, supports, and 
approaches to meet the needs based on 




Activity adapted from 
Brodesky (2016). 
 
 10 The Lead4Ward (2019) Musical Chairs strategy will be used to 









Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 




I will need:  
• Zoom Link 
 
 
• Session Reflection 
 
Agenda 
Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity Details 
3:45 5 Participants may share or debrief about 
experiences since last session. 
N/A 
 30 Researcher will present information 
about: Differentiating Instruction by 
Content, Process, and Product. The 
activity is presenting the Sousa & 
Tomlinson model of differentiated 





 15 ASCD Reading 1 and teachers complete 
the What is Differentiation activity  
ASCD  
(p. 19-20, 111)  
 10 The Lead4Ward (2019) Ball Toss Boogie strategy will be 
used to recap learning. 
 
 Post-Session Teachers be given a QR code card to 
complete a PD reflection after the session 








Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 
Participants will learn about ways to differentiate by content, process, and 
product using student readiness.  
Materials Misc. 
I will need:  





Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity Details 
3:45 5 Participants may share or debrief about 
experiences since last session. 
N/A 
 30 Researcher will present information 
about: Differentiating Instruction by 
Student Readiness  
Chapter 5- Sousa 
and Tomlinson text 
 15 Teachers will also complete ACSD 
Challenges and Suggestions activity  
ASCD Manual 
(p. 21) 
 10 The Lead4Ward (2019) High Five Summary strategy will be 
used. 
 
 Post-Session Remind teachers they will have homework to plan, prep, and 
use a differentiation strategy before the upcoming week, and 





Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 
Participants will learn about ways to differentiate by content, process, and 
product using student interest.  
Materials Misc. 
I will need:  
• Zoom Link 
 
 
• PD Session Reflection 
 
Agenda 
Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity Details 
3:45 5 Participants may share or debrief about 
experiences since last session. 
N/A 
 30 Researcher will present information about: 





 15 Teachers will complete a Think-Pare-Share  ASCD 
Handout 7  
(p. 65) 
 10 The Lead4Ward (2019) Tabletop Tweets strategy will be used.  
 
 
 Post-Session  Teachers will use the QR code card to 









Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 
Participants will learn about ways to differentiate by content, process, and product 
responding to student learning profile.  
Materials Misc. 
I will need:  





Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity Details 
3:45 5 Participants may share or debrief about 
experiences since last session. 
N/A 
 30 Researcher will present information about: 
Differentiating Instruction by Student 
Learning 
Chapter 7 Sousa & 
Tomlinson text 
 15 Teachers will also complete a self-
reflection using ASCD Handout 12 activity  
ASCD Handout 12 
(p. 75) 
 10 The Lead4Ward (2019) strategy What’s on Your Plate will be used.  
 
 10-15 Teachers will have homework to plan, prep, and use a 
differentiation strategy before the upcoming week, and complete a 





Student Researcher: EC  Date and Time:  
Hook: Today’s Mission 




I will need:  
• Zoom Link 
 
 
• Post-Intervention TSES Survey 
 
Agenda 
Time Minutes Description of Instruction/Activity Details 
3:45 5 Participants may share or debrief about 
experiences since last session. 
N/A 
 30 Researcher will present information about: 




(2011, p. 29-32)  
 25 The Lead4Ward (2019) Wishful Thinking strategy modified to 
reflect PD topics covered. 
 
 





Appendix P: Data Accounting Log  
 Agent 001 Agent 002 Agent 003  Agent 004 




& Efficacy -Survey 
X X X X 
PD Reflection 1 & 2 X X X X 
PD Reflection 3 & 4 X X X  
Post-Intervention 
Efficacy Survey 
X X X X 
Interview X X X X 
 
Field Notes S0 Notes collected, read, coded 
Field Notes S1 Notes collected, read, coded 
Field Notes S2 Notes collected, read, coded 
Field Notes S3 Notes collected, read, coded 
Field Notes S4 Notes collected, read, coded 
Field Notes S5 Notes collected, read, coded 
Field Notes S6 Notes collected, read, coded 
 
TSES- Behv Scale Out for personal 
reasons 
X X X 
ZOOM MEETING 1 
8/12/2020  
X X Unable to attend X 
ZOOM MEETING 2 
9/8/2020 
Out for personal 
reasons 
No show X No show 
Email Check-In 1 
8/10/2020 
No response or 
questions 
No response or 
questions 
No response or 
questions 
No response or 
questions 
Email Check-In 2 
8/26/2020 
Out for personal 
reasons 
No response or 
questions 
No response or 
questions 
Wants to talk 
about grad 
school 
Rapid Response 1 
9/1/2020; 9/5/2020,  
Out for personal 
reasons 
No response No response No response 
Rapid Response 2 
9/8/2020, 9/10/2020, 
Out for personal 
reasons 





Appendix Q: Codebook  
Name Description 
Prior PD Statements about participation in professional development workshops, 
classes, conferences, PLC, etc. prior to intervention.  
Teaching Strategies Statements about the practices and behaviors teachers employ when 
providing mathematics and reading instruction to the class. 
Adapting Instruction  Statements about the actions, behaviors, and steps teachers take to 
change lessons components to meet student needs. 
Differentiating Instruction Statements about changes or adaptations to lessons and instruction by 
content, product, or process to meet diverse needs 
Teaching Struggles  Statements about challenges that could negatively impact learning 
Teaching Strengths Statements about or descriptions of self-reported practices  
Helpful Parts of Professional 
Development 
Statements about PD sessions, content materials, engagement strategies, 
usefulness to practice 
Efficacy Perceptions  Statements about how teachers feel about their ability to differentiate 
instruction for students with IEPS and use of strategies 
Application of learning Statements about how strategies or content from the PD session was 
applied in practice. This includes comments, quotations, concrete 
examples, or reflections. 
Vicarious experiences Statements about teachers observations of others’ modeling the use of 
differentiated instructional strategies. 
Verbal persuasion  Statements relative to feedback provided 
Emotional/affective states  Statements about feelings or emotions. 






Appendix R: Connections 
Table R1 
 
Codes and Theme Connections 
Research question A priori code Emergent code Theme 
To what extent was the 
intervention implemented 
with fidelity? 
N/A N/A N/A 
How did teachers 
experience differentiating 











Which components of the 
PD did teachers perceive 
as most effective for 
















for students with IEPs 
learned in the PD 
intervention? 
Application of Learning 
Differentiating Instruction 
N/A N/A 
To what extent did 















Appendix S: Pre-Post Efficacy Agent 
 
Figure S1. Pre-post efficacy Agent 001. 
 




Figure S3. Pre-post efficacy Agent 003. 
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